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Chapter 1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
“I want to write a novel about silence … the things people don’t say.” 
~Virginia Woolf 
“Powerlessness and silence go together.” 
~Margaret Atwood 
 
To associate silence with powerlessness is a common universal phenomenon. 
However, silence is actually not so silent a thing as it generally appears. It is much 
more comprehensive than words can ever be and can afford more numerous meanings 
as such. Silence as a physical phenomenon has been interpreted in a variety of 
connotations – sometimes as something threatening, menacing, an indication of some 
danger, and sometimes as an indication of peace and calm. As a human phenomenon, 
at linguistic level, it has often been treated as an integral part of speech, comprising 
gaps between the words uttered in order to emphasize the meaning through intonation. 
However, with the coming up of Feminist, Subaltern, and Postcolonial studies, silence 
has been given a political dimension having associated with the suppression and 
powerlessness in a powerful-powerless nexus organized along any discriminatory 
theme: race, gender, class, caste, religion, region, nation, etc. Since the history of 
Colonialism is a dark spot in the history of mankind, spreading over centuries of 
oppression, exploitation, suppression, violence, and subjugation, it has gained 
exclusive attention by people keen on probing the political silences, leading to 
become a part of postcolonial studies. 
Since time immemorial, Silence as a linguistic tool has been serving the 
rhetorical function of giving more nuances and meaning to words through comprising 
gaps in between a speech to give proper tone and intonation to it. Silence and speech 
are inseparable as Picard says in The World of Silence (1948): “there is something 
silent in every word, as an abiding token of the origin of speech. And in every silence 
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there is something of the spoken word, as an abiding token of the power of silence to 
create speech” (24). Silence is an integral part of any verbal interaction both because 
words need to be distinguished from one another, and because interaction is a two-
way process, a dialogue, that requires not only a speaker but a listener also who needs 
to be silent in order to listen. Thus, words are always accompanied by silence – the 
silence of others. Persons involved in such an interaction need to take turns to be 
silent in order to hear the other. As long as this process goes so, silence remains too 
normal a thing to be noticed. Problem arises only when this process gets disrupted by 
one side taking up and monopolizing the power to speak while rendering the other one 
silent for a prolonged time, or giving very little or no space to the other to raise his/her 
voice.  
That is how and when silence gets associated with powerlessness – not having 
equal opportunity to speak with the result that one voice gets prevailed over while the 
other is suppressed, sometimes to the extent of becoming non-existent. This 
disequilibrium, once created, is perpetuated with the help of several hypothetically 
discriminating terms in order to justify the resulting inequality and oppression. Since 
humans are born with a tendency to justify whatever they do, they look for apparent 
differences among themselves to provide a cover for the hypothetical differences to be 
attributed to the “other” in order to convince them of their inferiority or of one’s 
superiority so that the status quo created to serve the human selfishness can be 
maintained. That is how and when things like race, religion, gender, class, ethnicity, 
etc. are called and invoked to serve the abominable role of justifying the oppression 
and exploitation of fellow beings by dividing people into dichotomous groups like 
black-versus-white, oriental-versus-occidental, man-versus-woman, savage-versus-
civilized, all coming down to only one pattern of categorization i.e. powerful-versus-
powerless, with one set of people having power over the other. This phenomenon of 
power operating in the name of race, class, or gender is well explained by Caleb 
Rosado in his article “The Undergirding factor is POWER: Toward an Understanding 
of Prejudice and Racism”, where, with the example of a piece of cloth, he explains 
how we relegate some people as handkerchiefs (with the help of ‘blaming the victim’ 
theory) of life while others are cherished as national flags, keeping more others in 
between (5).  
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However, though some silences can be termed as powerless, unproductive, or 
passive, it does not hold true for all. As Kennon Ferguson in his article entitled 
“Silence: A Politics” comments: “Active and reactive silence does not fit well into the 
predominant model of silence as powerlessness.” (57). Ferguson in his article explains 
how silence is a multidimensional phenomenon, and therefore should be discussed or 
understood as such, and not within a single context. But whether it is a tactical choice 
or an imposed position, it is always charged with meaning and emotions, just as words 
do. Silence, according to Cheryl Glenn is “Like the zero in mathematics,” that is “an 
absence with a function” (263). Ratcliffe also reminds us that “Silences need not be 
read as simple passivity. [They] take many forms and serve many functions…” (122). 
Although feminist studies about silence started with assuming it as the lack of power 
and agency, reclaiming the losses suffered by the women being kept silent on all 
fronts throughout the ages, they have eventually turned to regard silence as a powerful 
tool to depict resistance and unwillingness, or as power to hold one’s discretion but, 
as Glenn says: 
The question is not whether speech or silence is more productive, more 
effective, more appropriate; rather, it is one of a rhetoricity of purposeful 
silence when it is self-selected or when it is imposed. When silence is our 
rhetorical choice, we can use it purposefully and productively – but when it is 
not our choice, but someone else’s for us, it can be insidious, particularly 
when someone else’s choice for us comes in the shape of institutional 
structure. (263-264) 
Silence as a rhetorical choice has long been a part of Rhetoric and 
Communication studies that undertake to investigate the relationship between silence 
and voice. Scholars of Communication studies question the equation of silence with 
absence, Robin Clair and Kris Acheson being at the forefront of this approach. Clair 
in her book Organizing Silence: A World of Possibilities (1998) argues that silence is 
both an aesthetic and political practice. Her work looks at the ways in which silence is 
structured into language, and by extension, interests, issues, and identities of 
marginalized people who are silenced, and how those silenced voices can be heard. 
Other disciplines that treat silence as a subject include Anthropology, Postcolonial 
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Studies, and Feminist Studies at large. In the field of Anthropology, silence is taken 
up as a marker or manifestation of cultural difference and as a category deployed to 
challenge power relations. Maria-Luisa Achino-Loeb’s edited volume titled Silence: 
The Currency of Power (2005) argues that studying silence is central to understanding 
the more elusive aspects of power and identity within anthropological contexts (Rowe 
and Malhotra 6). 
 
Postcolonial studies emphasize the need to dig out and decode the silences and 
the silencing processes on the part of those who hold power or who are responsible, 
remotely or immediately, to create such zones of silence, with regard particularly to 
the colonial practices of silencing the “Other” – to discover the lost histories of 
silences and silencing of histories. This approach asks those in positions of privilege 
to speak up for the underprivileged and for those who are powerless to speak or to 
make them speak for themselves. However, this approach is also under scrutiny as J. 
Maggio in his article “Can the Subaltern be Heard?” says: “the Western approach to 
the subaltern is either to speak for or to silently let them speak for themselves. Both 
strategies silence the subaltern because they ignore the positional relations of the 
dominant to the subaltern.” (422). Therefore, the approach is now shifting from trying 
to give voice to the silenced people to making efforts to read their silences instead.  
 
 Feminist studies, on the other hand, focus more on cultural and literary 
silencing of women under the age old patriarchy. Feminist communication studies 
scholars such as Karlyn Kohrs Campbell (1989), Lana F. Rakow and Laura A. 
Wackwitz (2005), and Karen and Sonja Foss (1991) have undertaken important work 
to uncover women’s silences and the patriarchal conditions that produce them. Early 
second-wave feminist writers such as Adrienne Rich and Tillie Olsen have been 
associated with the literary silencing of women, with Olsen being one of the first 
feminist writers to highlight the relationship between silence and power. Rich’s work 
also explores the complex relationship between voice, gender and silence (Rowe and 
Malhotra). Both postcolonial and feminist approaches to silence undertake the task of 
re-writing or writing-back in order to reclaim the lost voices. 
 
 Silence has thus become a complex phenomenon, a riddle that can be solved in 
many ways but still can remain unsolved.  It is more likely to be misinterpreted or 
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misunderstood than words and just as a blurted-out statement or an alleged 
misstatement can reveal us positively or negatively, so can our silence, whether 
controlled, instinctive, or imposed. Silence emerges in multiple manifestations in 
relation to voice and power. There are instances also, however, when silence can 
neither be power nor powerlessness because every silence has not necessarily a 
political dimension just as every act of speech is not political, such as the silence 
administered as discipline, or as a token of respect. It comes to hold political 
connotations more in the context of groups, particularly those which are in perpetual 
clash with each other, than in the individual contexts, and with political dimension 
added to it, it always involves the power systems. 
 
 Power is inherent in every human interaction – between parents and children, 
between siblings, between husband and wife, between employer and employee, 
between teacher and student, between state and its subjects, or between any possible 
set of human relations. In fact, it is a part of our day to day life and plays an important 
role in assigning responsibilities and organizing the different walks of our life and our 
behavior towards others. Just as people speak a language that has a structure of rules 
and syntax, even if they do not know a thing about syntax and rules of grammar, so do 
they exercise power without having any idea of its workings or even of its presence. 
However, the roots of power as a concept are grounded in political theory and 
political philosophy. Modern thinking about power first appeared in Niccolò 
Machiavelli’s The Prince in early 16th century (a book sometimes claimed to be one 
of the first works of modern political philosophy) and in Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan 
(mid-17th century), a classic western work on statecraft comparable 
to Machiavelli's The Prince. While Machiavelli represents the strategic and 
decentralized thinking about power and organization, Hobbes represents the casual 
thinking about power as hegemony. Machiavelli sees power as a means, not a 
resource, and seeks strategic advantages such as military ones, whereas the concept of 
power in Hobbes is centralized and focused on sovereignty (Sadan 33-34). 
 
 Power had generally been the subject matter of political sciences since it is in 
the field of politics that power registers apparently the most powerful presence. But 
after the Second World War, social sciences also started taking a keen interest in the 
workings of Power starting with the writings of Max Weber (1947), one of the three 
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founders of sociology along with Émile Durkheim and Karl Marx. Weber’s approach 
to power examines the connection between the power and the concepts of authority 
and rule. He was interested in power as a factor of domination, based on economic or 
authoritarian interests. It was with the writings of Michael Foucault (1979, 1980, 
1990), however, that the discussion of the concept of power came to be extended from 
sociology to all other fields of social sciences as well as the humanities. 
Decentralization of the position of power is one of the great innovations of his 
thinking. According to him, power is not a commodity or a position, and thus not 
something that is acquired, seized, or shared, or something that one holds, but is 
exercised from innumerable points, in the interplay of non-egalitarian and mobile 
relations., and that “where there is power, there is resistance” (History of Sexuality 
95).  
 
 Power today is an interdisciplinary subject, may be owing to Foucault’s 
contention again that “Power is everywhere” (History of Sexuality 93). Interest in 
power exists in a variety of fields of thought: Karl Marx influenced the 
conceptualization of power in all the social sciences; Alfred Adler, following Marx, 
opened a discussion on power in psychology; Friedrich Nietzsche influenced thought 
about power in philosophy (Sadan 34). Keeping in line with Michael Foucault’s 
suggestion, contemporary studies focus on the workings of power systems or power 
relations taking into account the theory of cultural hegemony also, propounded by 
Antonio Gramsci in his Prison Notebooks (first translated in English in 1970’s) which 
describes how states use cultural institutions to maintain power in capitalist societies. 
No discussion of power, however, can be complete without the mention of Noam 
Chomsky, an American philosopher, historian and political activist, who can be 
regarded as the contemporary authority on Power. He explains how governments or 
any system of power maintains its status quo and ensures the loyalty of its subjects or 
eliminates the chances of resistance against it. According to him, the standard way of 
protecting power is to  
make it look mysterious and secret, above the ordinary person − otherwise 
why should anybody accept it? Well, they are willing to accept it out of fear 
that some great enemies are about to destroy them, and because of that they’ll 
cede their authority to the Lord, or the King, or the President or something, 
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just to protect themselves. That’s the way government’s work – that’s the way 
any system of power works. (Understanding Power 11) 
 Chomsky also shows how propaganda works as a tool of the powerful to 
mislead the masses and get their obedience without letting them know that the power 
is using them for its own benefit and vested interests because, in his words: “A decent 
propaganda system does not announce its principles or intentions… If you tell people, 
“This is what you have to think,” then they understand: this is what power wants us to 
think. And then may find a way out of it. It’s harder to extricate yourself from a 
system of unstated presuppositions than it is from explicitly stated doctrine.” (Power 
Systems 102). Stewart Clegg’s book Frameworks of Power (1989) gives an elaborate 
and extensive analysis of the emergence and development of the concept of power 
along with its different models and circuits showing how it works. To contain all its 
theories in a nutshell, the gist of the concept lies in the fact that “From its genesis in 
Hobbes to its maturation in Lukes, the concept of power is primarily of something 
which denies, forestalls, represses, prevents.” (Clegg 156). 
 
 Thus power is not a material possession. It is a dynamic force that emanates 
from the relative positions or condition of people and keeps changing as per the 
changes in the condition, hence there exists nothing like absolute power or 
powerlessness. It is a relative phenomenon at a given point of time in a given society. 
Since it is related to agency, voice, privilege, and will, powerlessness just implies its 
opposite i.e. a lack of all these making those who are powerless vulnerable to the 
whims and designs of those who have power. It is in the context of this powerful 
versus powerless nexus that silence comes to hold special meanings and connotations 
and it is this kind of silence that the present thesis endeavors to explore. Such are the 
silences that come under the purview of postcolonial studies and have been the 
subject of scrutiny for the postcolonial writers, including John Maxwell Coetzee 
whose works are the focus of interest in this thesis. However, the concept of silence in 
Coetzee is treated very much differently than how it is generally treated as a 
postcolonial subject. Silence in Coetzee is rarely an expression of powerlessness as it 
is generally assumed to be, but an expression of defiance on the part of those 
unwilling to interact with and to surrender to the will of their oppressors. It is mostly 
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employed as a tool of resistance against the powerful by the powerless that gives an 
impenetrable power rather than making them powerless. 
 
 “Silence as a will not to say or a will to unsay and as a language of its own has 
barely been explored” (Trinh 373), so this thesis undertakes to explore it as such, 
since the silence in Coetzee emerges as a threshold between presence and absence, 
and as intimately tied to agency and resistance. His characters “fenced themselves in 
with miles and miles of silence” (Michael K 47). Coetzee’s works mostly deal with 
the apartheid and post-apartheid turmoil on South African land, not with explicitly 
South African settings always as Coetzee sometimes employ unknown/anonymous 
landscapes to lend an allegorical and thus a universal character to his writings, but one 
can always identify the generating force behind them, i.e. the tragedy of being a South 
African. Because “Coetzee’s work”, as said by Lars Engle in his essay titled 
“Outrageous Meaning: The Fiction of J. M. Coetzee”, “while not representing 
contemporary life in white South Africa, recurs obsessively to its central problems: 
the inheritance of violent relations (racial, familial, or sexual), individual complicity 
in public wrongs, and the difficulty of an innocent or even a private relation to 
experience.” (6). But the fact of his being a “white” South African makes the 
postcolonial aspect of his writings somewhat complicated to be assessed, because his 
’postcolonialism’ stands a bit apart from the general postcolonial approach and does 
not lie in the normal realm of the genre. 
 In order to assess Coetzee’s position as a postcolonial or as a typical South 
African writer, we first need to understand what postcolonial South African literature 
is all about, how it emerged and developed or how (postcolonial) writers responded to 
the changing South African scenarios, what have been their concerns and approaches, 
as well as the modes of depicting them. Emmanuel Obiechina has made a succinct 
survey of the South African postcolonial literature in his article “Parables of Power 
and Powerlessness: Exploration in Anglophone African Fiction Today” whereby he 
divides it into three identifiable phases though not much distinct. As per his 
observations, the first phase is characterized by the drive to explain the past and to 
relate it to the present in anticipation of the future. The phase grew out of the euphoria 
of independence and the need to restore African identity and remove the final 
psychological block in the way of true freedom. The intention was to restore 
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wholeness to a truncated consciousness and to help Africans put back their roots into 
the soil of their native cultures. The phase has included the re-writing of colonial 
history and sociology in Africa. Typical novels of this phase are Chinua Achebe’s 
Things Fall Apart (1958) and Arrow of God (1964), William Conton’s The African 
(1960), Ngugi Wa Thiong’o’s Weep Not, Child (1964) and The River Between (1965), 
Flora Nwapa’s Efuru (1966) and Idu (1969), Elechi Amadi’s The Concubine (1966), 
Nkem Nwankwo’s Danda (1965), John Munonye’s The Only Son (1966) and Obi 
(1969), Gabriel Ruhumbika’s Village in Uhuru (1969), and Ayi Kwei Armah’s Two 
Thousand Seasons (1973) and The Healers (1978). 
 In the second phase, the search for roots and the promotion of cultural 
nationalism ended and social criticism began. It was discovered, with a shocking 
realization that the so much sought after independence had not solved all the problems 
of the continent as per people’s expectations. Instead, it was disappointing to see that 
it had rather given rise to some new problems had to compound the old ones. In the 
words of Antonio Gramsci, it was that phase of morbidity when “the old is dying and 
the new cannot be born; in this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms 
appear” (275-276). Alarmed by the suddenness of the collapse of optimism and 
morale, the writers used their works to attack the abuses that were nullifying the 
efforts of the people to make progress and improve their standard of living. The major 
impulse in the novels at this stage was towards satire, with such works as Gabriel 
Okara’s The Voice (1964), Soyinka’s The Interpreters (1965), Achebe’s A Man of the 
People (1966), T. M. Aluko’s Kinsman and Foreman (1966), Ngugi’s A Grain of 
Wheat (1967), Armah’s The Beautiful Ones Are Not Yet Born (1968), Amu Djoleto’s 
Money Galore (1975), Meja Mwangi’s Going Down River Road (1976), Dae Mude’s 
The Hills Are Falling (1979), Chukwuemeka Ike’s The Chicken Chasers (1980), and 
Ben Okri’s Flowers and Shadows (1980). 
 But satire had no effect on the callous politicians and their cronies, the 
freewheeling, and freebooting national bourgeoisie that were the object of much of 
the attack. On the contrary, corruption escalated, political repression increased and 
violence which was spasmodic at the time of independence became institutionalized 
in private armies of thugs recruited by political parties for the sole purpose of 
terrorizing opponents and driving other parties out of the field of political 
competition. Instability became pervasive. Military dictatorships and totalitarian one-
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party regimes seized political power in most African countries and swept away the 
budding, multi-party democratic experiments in the new states. This reality pushed 
African fiction to its third phase, within which it is no longer enough only to criticize 
those in power, but to demand change emerged as the need of the hour. This phase 
embodies a revolutionary impulse that not only demands but also ascribes action for 
the sake of saving the people. Major African writers are well represented in this phase 
through works like Wole Soyinka’s Season of Anomy (1973), Ngugi Wa Thiong’o’s 
Petals of Blood (1983), Devil on the Cross (1982) and Matigari (1987), Chinua 
Achebe’s Anthills of the Savannah (1987), Festus Iyayi’s Heroes (1986) and novels 
by such feminist-women writers as Buchi Emecheta and Rebeka Njau. 
 
 In the novels of the third phase, power is often negatively and obsessively 
pursued and, when, had, employed criminally. All the flawed characters in the novels 
are steadfast in their pursuit of power; they are megalomaniacal and self-centric, and 
they all use power for evil and corrupt purposes. In the allegorical structures which 
carry these stories, every man of power is portrayed as a devil and every man or 
woman who resists this exercise of power is a good angel. The world of the power 
maniacs and their resisters is Manichean, built on polarities, very often with almost no 
middle ground to offer any choices. If you are not of the people of power, then you 
are of the victims and those who fight to protect the victims. In a sense, the choices 
have already been made by the configuration of events and the dynamics of a chaotic 
world. If you are not a contributor to the making of modern chaos in Africa, then you 
are either its victim or one of those attempting to pick up the pieces. (Obiechina 18-
19) 
 
 To assign Coetzee’s works to any of these phases of the African fiction is a 
difficult task. Coetzee’s works, no doubt, depict the racial tension in a critical way, 
focusing on the workings of power, but they are far from being a direct critique of the 
South African situation, owing to his indirect or the “apolitical” stance. His 
evasiveness to be a direct commentator is what makes his works to stand apart from 
other typical or representative postcolonial African writers like Nadine Gordimer, 
Wole Soyinka, Andre Brink, etc. The settings of novels adopted by him also at times 
distance his writings from the South African reality such as the imaginary frontier 
town in Waiting for the Barbarians (1980) or the fictional Cruso’s island in Foe 
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(1986), as well as his polished and heavy diction owing to his being a linguist first, 
and a novelist second. His mode of narration also lends him aloofness from the 
actuality, helping him to evade the responsibility for the views expressed therein, as 
the third person narrative in his fictional autobiography trio as well as in his other 
works. His women narrators, or the ‘white’ women narrators, also provide him with a 
way out to maintain a distance as well as to depict his ambiguous position pertaining 
to the power structures and hierarchies, his sense of guilt and complicity for being a 
‘white’ – the colonizer’s creed – along with shaking off the sense of responsibility for 
the crimes committed in their name. But all his efforts to distance himself and his 
writings from the South African reality went futile because, consciously or 
unconsciously, South Africa always lurks in the background though not very 
explicitly often.  
 
 J. M. Coetzee was born on 9 February 1940 in Cape Town, to an attorney 
father Zacharias Coetzee, and a primary-school teacher mother Vera Hildred 
Wehmeyer. His forefathers came to the Cape Town from the Netherlands and settled 
there. His early childhood life had been highly unsettled, his mother shifting from 
place to place in search of employment as well as cheap accommodation.  Because of 
this unsettled existence as well as because of being an Afrikaner, a white South 
African among the black majority with an acute sense of observation about the 
injustices and crimes perpetrated by white minority against them, thus causing him to 
develop a dislike towards his own community, Coetzee nurtured the feelings of 
loneliness and marginalization from a very early age as he could feel no sense of 
belonging to either side. The political turmoil in South Africa made him grow 
impatient towards it and he decided to get rid of South Africa, the “albatross around 
his neck”. 
 
 Thus, in 1962, at the age of twenty one, he left for London to shake the 
African soil off his feet, and took up as a computer programmer there. But to his 
dismay, London did not turn out to be the land of his utopia – peaceful, free of 
politics, as he describes in Doubling the Point (1992): “From the frying-pan into the 
fire! What an irony! Having escaped the Afrikaners who want to press-gang him into 
their army and the blacks who want to drive him into the sea, to find himself on an 
island that is shortly to be turned into ciders! What kind of world is this in which he 
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lives? Where can one turn to be free of the fury of politics?” (57). Being a restless 
soul that he was, Coetzee left Britain for United States of America in 1965, after 
getting selected for the Fulbright scholarship at the University of Texas at Austin. In 
1971, as the conditions of Fulbright scholarship require a person to return to his own 
land to impart the learning acquired therein, Coetzee had to return, much against his 
will, to South Africa – the country that he had wanted to leave for ever.  
 
 There he started his writing career, well acquainted with European modernism 
and modern linguistics after having stayed for more than eight years in foreign lands, 
first in Britain and then in the US, where he got the material for his debut novel – 
Dusklands (1974) – that consists of two separate novellas, separated by nearly two 
hundred years in chronology, but echoing each other as parallel stories of colonial 
aggression and atrocities. First one is an account of the US-Vietnam war, the tactics 
employed to win the war by US, and its effects on the psyche of even those who were 
not directly exposed to it which he had closely observed during his stay in the US. 
The second part gives an account of the early colonial settlers’ wanderings into South 
Africa, the violence perpetrated by them against the aboriginals, the natives, inspired 
by the accounts of early travellers in the Cape that he came across and explored in the 
British museum. The book received a warm welcome and introduced Coetzee as a 
difficult but a novel writer. 
 
 In 1977 came his second novel In the Heart of the Country, the story of a 
white lonely spinster living on a settler farm, written in the form of a journal, whose 
loneliness or lack of reciprocal or equal human relationships owing to her colonial 
status derives her to madness towards the end of the novel. The novel can vaguely be 
put in the category of African farm novel, though it does not strictly follow its 
conventions. It sometimes draws parallels with Daniel Defoe’s famous text Robinson 
Crusoe (1925) but in a contradictory manner, such as when Magda, the protagonist, 
compares his lonely existence on the farm with that of the shipwrecked Crusoe’s on 
the island, pointing out not the similarities but the dissimilarities between them in an 
indirect way. The novel introduces the theme of master-slave dialectics in Coetzee’s 
writing as well as that of reversal of power relations in a society where colonialism is 
dying, themes that keep recurring in his later works too, and was well received by the 
readers. 
[13] 
 
 But it was his third novel Waiting for the Barbarians (1980) that established 
Coetzee as a writer of substance and repute, not only at national but international 
level. The narrative revolves around the ups and downs in the life of an unnamed 
Magistrate of a frontier town whose location is not specified, a white man who stood 
against the atrocities committed upon the black natives, that is against his own 
‘Empire’ and thus suffered heavily at the hands of his own people. Plot is circular one 
with the Magistrate first holding power, then losing it, and again regaining his status 
towards the end of the novel after the people from the ‘Third Bureau’ left the town 
after doing a witch-hunting for ‘the barbarians’ to prevent their anticipated uprising 
‘rumoured’ by the Empire. The novel is an attempt to explore the prohibited sights of 
the torture chamber, and shows who the real barbarians are. The novel was highly 
praised in the literary world and helped Coetzee get international recognition. 
 
 Coetzee’s fourth novel Life and Times of Michael K came out in 1983 and is 
often explored for connection with Franz Kafka’s The Trial (1925) because of the use 
of letter ‘K’ in the name of the protagonists of both the novels, Michael K and Joseph 
K respectively. Novel is set, though not explicitly, in the post Soweto Uprising (1976) 
period and depicts the resulting social disintegration in the South African society. The 
novel expresses Coetzee’s wish to live “out of all the camps” embodied in the Michel 
K who refused to join in with either side of the struggle. It is the book that earned 
Coetzee his first Booker prize the same year i.e. in 1983, and made Coetzee stand as a 
celebrated writer, a new and different voice emerging from the South African literary 
scenario that world has started taking interest in. 
 
 Then comes his fifth book Foe (1986), a re-writing of Daniel Defoe’s famous 
colonial work Robinson Crusoe (1925). The book defies the master-slave narrative of 
Defoe’s original book by concentrating on the efforts put by Susan Barton (female 
addition by Coetzee) to tell the story from the slave’s (Friday’s) point of view, 
disregarding the master’s (Cruso’s) version. But since Friday has lost his tongue, the 
story never completes. Book makes a strong case for the study of lost histories, at the 
same time emphasizing that it is next to impossible to recover the losses suffered due 
to long history of colonial exploitation and oppression. It also takes up the crucial 
questions of authority as to who has the authority to write, who can write and who 
cannot. It also seems an attempt to escape the South African reality on the part of the 
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author and is criticized for the same in the South African literary circles for its 
political irrelevance to the conditions in the country at the time of its release. 
 
 His sixth novel Age of Iron (1990) is clearly set in the Cape Town of South 
Africa of apartheid era, with a backdrop of violent clashes between the blacks and the 
whites. The novel is an expression of Coetzee’s acute sense of guilt and complicity, a 
permanent theme of his writings, expressed by white female narrator and protagonist 
Mrs. Curren, a cancer patient. The book is written in the form of a letter by Mrs. 
Curren intended to be delivered to her daughter abroad after her death. The title Age 
of Iron refers to the toughness of times she and others are living in as well as the 
consequent toughness, hardness, and ruthlessness of the people devoid of any soft 
feelings towards each other, in pursuit of power. According to Derek Attridge, “What 
is enacted in this novel is the acute ethico-political trauma of the post-colonial world, 
where no general rule applies, where a conflict of values is endemic, and where every 
code of moral conduct has to be tested and justified afresh in terms of the specific 
context in which it is being invoked.” (110). 
 
 Next comes The Master of Petersburg (1994), a fictional work deriving on the 
life of the Russian writer Fyodor Dostoyevsky who is the protagonist of the novel. 
Novel is a nice blend of reality and fiction, weaving some real incidents too into its 
fictional fabric and also said to contain some strong autobiographical elements 
relating to the mysterious accidental death of Coetzee’s son at a young age paralleled 
with the death of Dostoyevsky’s stepson Pavel in the novel. Autobiographical 
elements, however, occur in most of his books or in any writer’s works since one’s 
writing is always the reflection of one’s experiences – good or bad. Coetzee himself 
in Doubling the Point (1992) says: “in a larger sense, all writing is autobiography: 
everything that you write, including criticism and fiction, writes you as you write it.” 
(17). 
 
 In 1999 came his most famous novel – Disgrace– “an allegory about what is 
happening to the human race in the post-colonial era” (Gerald Kaufman, quoted in 
Sarah Lyall), the novel that won him his second Booker Prize. The novel portrays the 
South African society in a state of transition, the old colonial system dying but not yet 
replaced by a new system, where power equations are changing considerably, yielding 
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to a state of chaos and uncertainty. In Gordimer’s words it is a state of “interregnum”, 
a state where the previous system in a country is dying and the new has not yet born. 
It tries to depict that evil is not the monopoly of a certain race but is purely a matter of 
power by showing how in a postcolonial society things are going to be the other way 
round, though it also tries to justify it as revenge, a backlash for the past crimes of 
colonial era. However, being accused of casting a negative image of the post-
apartheid South Africa, and of heating up the racial tensions, the novel generated a 
huge outrage and dispute, so much so that it is believed to be the reason for Coetzee’s 
leaving South Africa and taking up residence in Australia thereafter, after retiring 
from the University of Cape Town in 2002 where he had served since 1972. 
 
 The phase of Coetzee’s writing in Australia started in 2003 with the 
publication of Elizabeth Costello, having an eponymous protagonist, an aging 
celebrated Australian writer, a mouthpiece for Coetzee to express his views regarding 
a number of issues, most importantly on vegetarianism, without taking up direct 
responsibility for them. Coetzee, after having the bitter experience of Disgrace’s 
critical reception, seems to have distanced himself more from his writings with the 
help of characters like Elizabeth Costello who take up all the responsibility for their 
views, thus leaving him free of any such burden. Costello seems to be Coetzee’s alter 
ego, appearing in his other works too. The novel derives a lot from Franz Kafka’s 
stories and novels, Kafka being a significant influence on Coetzee, particularly the 
last part of the novel “At the Gate”. 
 
 In 2005 came his second Australian novel Slow Man, the first novel after him 
having won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 2003. The book can be read as 
a metafictional discourse on the inter-relationship between the literary author and the 
characters, and with reality, as well as about physical fragility and ageing. The word 
‘slow’ here has many connotations as per Coetzee himself such as ‘slow on the 
uptake’, ‘slow to get the message’, slow as a euphemism for not very clever, stupid, 
the virtuous side of slowness as in Nietzsche, etc. (Kennemeyer 584). It may have 
connotations to protagonist Paul Rayment’s slow life due to his amputated leg. The 
novel is criticized for Elizabeth Costello’s intrusion into it that, according to critics, 
“suspended the gripping realism of the opening and got the novel bogged down in 
philosophical speculation” (Kennemeyer 586). 
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 Coetzee’s next novel, Diary of a Bad Year, appeared in 2007. Like his certain 
other books, it also has certain autobiographical elements, more prominently the fact 
that the central figure of the novel is an internationally recognized, much awarded 
writer, born in South Africa, but settled in Australia for years, known by his initials J. 
C. who is writing a series of essays as a contribution to a collection ‘strong opinions’ 
to which six eminent writers from all over the world will contribute their views on 
controversial topics of their choice, lamenting about all that is wrong with the modern 
world. J. C. essays are comprised on a variety of contemporary issues such as the 
origin of state, democracy, terrorism, particularly the ‘Islamist Terrorism’ and US and 
Britain’s war against it. Novel is inspired by the reports of brutality at the 
controversial detention camp of Guantanamo Bay. Coetzee’s most common theme of 
guilt and complicity for the past colonial crimes continues here as well, as is evident 
by his words: “The generation of white South Africans to which I belong, and the next 
generation, and perhaps the generation after that too, will go bowed under the shame 
of the crimes that were committed in their names.” (Diary of a Bad Year 44). 
 
 In 2013 came his latest novel The Childhood of Jesus. The conflict between 
the private world of individual and the larger, public, impersonal world that demands 
conformity of all citizens seems to be a predominant theme of the novel. It is difficult 
to decide whether the novel is a socialist utopia or a parody of it for it occurs in an 
imaginary setting where people’s needs are taken care of by some benign authorities, 
but nobody is either happy or unhappy. Novel has nothing to do with the childhood or 
the life of Jesus but tells the story of two refugees Simon and David who by boat 
arrive at a city called Novilla where the inhabitants seem to be all refugees with no 
feelings of hatred, envy or anger towards each other but neither they know anything 
like love or passion, or even close friendship. Novel appears to be an existential work 
inspired by Coetzee’s masters like Beckett and Kafka.  
 
 Coetzee has also written a fictional autobiographical trio consisting of 
Boyhood: Scenes from Provincial Life (1997), Youth: Scenes from Provincial Life II 
(2002), and Summertime (2009). However, each of these can be read as a separate 
book and can be enjoyed as such. Boyhood contains a captivating account of the 
author’s childhood days and helps us find the roots of the sense of marginalization 
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that is so much a part of Coetzee’s oeuvre. Youth covers the period of Coetzee’s stay 
in the United States and Britain and depicts the anxiety of a youth who wants to be an 
artist. It gives an account of the author’s unsuccessful love affairs owing to his own 
peculiar nature. Summertime reinstates Coetzee back to South Africa – the albatross 
around his neck – that he wanted to get rid of but could not. It is in the form of 
interviews conducted posthumously where the story of his stay in Cape Town is told 
by a number of characters – all women – with whom author has had some relation 
who recollect their memories of him and tell the interviewer about what kind of man 
he was.  
 
 Apart from these full-fledged books of fiction, Coetzee has written some short 
fictions too, most popular among which is The Lives of Animals (1999) which was 
later incorporated into Elizabeth Costello. Others include A House in Spain (2000), 
The African Experience (2002), As a Woman Grows Older (2004), He and His Man 
(2004) which he delivered as his Nobel Lecture (2003), and The Old Woman and the 
Cats (2013). Coetzee has some non-fiction works also to his credit such as Truth in 
Autobiography (1984), White Writing: On the Culture of Letters in South 
Africa (1988), Doubling the Point: Essays and Interviews, edited by David Attwell 
(1992), Giving Offense: Essays on Censorship (1996), Stranger Shores: Literary 
Essays, 1986–1999 (2001), Inner Workings: Literary Essays, 2000–2005 (2007), 
Here and Now: Letters, 2008-2011 (2013), which is a collection of letters exchanged 
between him and Paul Auster (a Jewish American writer and director), and others 
including some translations and introductions. 
 However, since the present thesis is a study of Coetzee’s select works, it 
focuses particularly on his five novels namely Dusklands (1974), In the Heart of the 
Country (1977), Waiting for the Barbarians (1980), Foe (1986), and, last but not the 
least, Disgrace (1999), highlighting the zones of silence and powerlessness i.e. how 
silence speaks in Coetzee and the dynamics of power relations and power hierarchies 
that keep changing with any change in political or social fabric.  The thesis tries to 
capture the multifaceted nuances of silence employed by Coetzee, analyzing whether 
it is an expression of power or powerlessness, and the shifting allegiances of power 
marking the fact that power or powerlessness is a situational phenomenon at any 
given point of time in a society, and there are no water tight compartments to separate 
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the powerful and the powerless since we all possess a little portion of each 
irrespective of the side of power spectrum we lie on.  
 Since the thesis is a postcolonial study of Coetzee’s works, it is inevitable to 
compare Coetzee’s postcolonialism with the postcolonialism in general to assess the 
extent to which Coetzee’s works can be called postcolonial and in what sense. 
Coetzee is often hailed as a postcolonial writer though much against his will to be 
labeled as such, and it sometimes appear difficult to justify Coetzee as a postcolonial 
writer as the main components of such writings at times seem missing in him. 
Postcolonial writings are identified by their drive to write back, to reclaim the losses 
suffered during colonialism, and to resurrect what is lost under colonialism with a 
view to undo the harms perpetrated therein. It aims to dig out the buried voices and to 
give back voice to those who had been marginalized, stunted and silenced in the 
process. 
 
 The term ‘postcolonial’ first appeared in its composite form in the Oxford 
English Dictionary of 1959 and without hyphen in the American Heritage Dictionary 
of 1959. It refers to the field of study which came into being by enlarging the field of 
English studies to include American studies and more contemporary national and 
regional literatures such as Australian, Canadian or Caribbean literatures. The epithet 
“postcolonial” much like the terms “third world” and “Commonwealth” presupposes 
an imperial and metropolitan territory from which the critic speaks and which gives 
legitimacy to his or her discourse. As observed by Geetha Ganapathy-Dore in her 
book The Postcolonial Indian Novel in English (2011): 
Edward Said’s denunciation of the construction of the Orient as Europe’s 
alterity, Gayatri Spivak’s creative use of Antonio Gramsci’s term subaltern to 
connote “everything that has limited or no access to the cultural imperialism 
… a space of difference” and Homi Bhabha’stheorization of the third space of 
enunciation arising out of the non-synchronous temporality of global and 
national cultures are seminal ideas that marked the beginnings of postcolonial 
studies. (4) 
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 Though the postcolonial studies may be said to have emerged with the 
writings such as Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) and Bill Ashcroft, Gareth 
Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin’s The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-
Colonial Literature (1989), it was things like the Algerian and Vietnam wars, the 
Black Power Movement in the United States of America, the rise of the Women’s 
movement, and anti-war radicalism etc. that set the social agenda for it. 
 
 In its temporal sense, the “post” in post colonialism denotes the end of 
colonialism (generally written with a hyphen), whereas in its ideological sense, post 
colonialism, as put by Vijay Mishra and Bob Hodge is “an always present tendency in 
any literature of subjugation marked by a systemic process of cultural domination 
through the imposition of imperial structures of power. … This form of “post 
colonialism” is not “post” something or other but is already implicit in the discourses 
of colonialism themselves.” (284). On the contrary, Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths 
and Helen Tiffin, view post colonialism as “a continuous process of resistance and 
reconstruction” and consider the prefix “post” as “more logical than chronological.” 
(2). The least that can be said about the term “postcolonial” is that it is “a definition in 
progress” as John Yang suggests (1999), defined sometimes with regard to history, 
sometimes with regard to ideology, sometimes with regard to geography, sometimes 
with regard to writing, sometimes with regard to reading and at other times with 
regard to teaching. Critics like Ania Loomba had already envisaged a critical horizon 
beyond post colonialism that can be situated in translinguistic, transhistorical, 
transnational, transsexual approaches.  
 
 Theoretically, Postcolonialism is the textual form of ‘resistance’ that emerged 
after the Second World War in what is known as the ‘third world’ countries, the 
countries that were largely under the European imperial domination. As Elleke 
Boehmer (1995) puts it: “resistance to imperial domination – especially on the part of 
those who lacked guns or money – frequently assumed textual form” (14). This 
textual resistance in the literary world came to be called variously as Commonwealth 
literature, New English literatures, Literatures in English, Third World Literature or 
Postcolonial Literature, with other cognate terms also used, such as World Fiction, 
World Literature written in English, multicultural literature, minority literature, 
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resistance literature, etc. However, temporality is not what characterizes postcolonial 
literature as Deepika Bahri in “Once More with Feeling: What is Postcolonialism?” 
remarks that “it is used not merely to characterize that which succeeds the colonial, 
but also the chapter of history following the Second World War, whether or not such a 
period accommodates the still-colonized, the neo-colonized, or the always colonized” 
(55). She observes that the present moment in ‘postcolonial’ nations is not  
“post”: the “colonial” in any genuine, or even cursory sense, as covert 
mercantile neo-colonialism, potent successor to modern colonialism, continues 
its virtually unchallenged march across the face of the earth, ensuring that the 
wretched will remain so, colluding in, as they did before, but now also 
embracing, the process of economic and cultural annexation, this time well-
disguised under the name of modernization. (59).  
 Thus it is more relevant to characterize postcolonialism in the theoretical or 
ideological sense of the term. 
 
 John McLeod attempts to define post colonialism as a reading mode that 
undertakes to fulfill the following three functions or three ways of interpretation: 
Reading texts produced by writers from countries with a history of 
colonialism, primarily those texts concerned with the workings and legacy of 
colonialism in either the past or the present. 
Reading texts produced by those that have migrated from countries with a 
history of colonialism, or those descended from migrant families, which deal 
in the main with diaspora experience and its many consequences. 
In the light of theories of colonial discourses, re-reading texts produced during 
colonialism; both those that directly address the experiences of Empire, and 
those that seem not to. (33) 
 One of the characteristics of postcolonial literature is the abundance of parallel 
theories on postcolonialism that mark out its dislocated space and its sinuous path.  As 
per Leong Yew, there are at least seven categories of theoreticians who somewhat can 
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be grouped under the umbrella term postcolonialism on theoretical grounds: anti-
colonial revolutionaries, the Subaltern studies group, feminists, Marxists, discourse 
analysts, major theoreticians and general theoreticians who study ethnicity, race, 
society, culture, nation, geography, non-anglophone worlds and globalization. 
 
 Post colonialism, like feminism or socialism, is not a theory in the strict sense 
of the term. It is better to call it ‘postcolonial politics’ rather than ‘postcolonial 
theory’ since it is comprised of related perspectives and addresses the issues of a 
varied range of disciplines particularly the issues of gender, racial, and social 
hierarchies, the lopsided developments, the environment and ecology, the power and 
privileges. Above all it attempts to dissect the power structures and status quos – 
western as well as non-western. Its radical agenda, as outlined by Robert J. C. Young 
in as brief as possible is “to demand equality and well-being for all human beings on 
earth.” (7). Young gives a complete overview of the varied subjects that can be dealt 
under postcolonialism. According to him:  
Postcolonialism as a political philosophy means first and foremost the right to 
autonomous self-government of those who still find themselves in a situation 
of being controlled politically and administratively by a foreign power. With 
sovereignty achieved, postcolonialism seeks to change the basis of the state 
itself, actively transforming the restrictive, centralizing hegemony of the 
cultural nationalism that may have been required for the struggle against 
colonialism. It stands for empowering the poor, the dispossessed, and the 
disadvantaged, for tolerance of difference and diversity, for the establishment 
of minorities’ rights, women’s rights, and cultural rights within a broad 
framework of democratic egalitarianism that refuses to impose alienating 
western ways of thinking on tricontinental societies. It resists all forms of 
exploitation (environmental as well as human) and all oppressive conditions 
that have been developed solely for the interests of corporate capitalism. It 
challenges corporate capitalism’s commodification of social relations and the 
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doctrine of individualism that functions as the means through which it is 
achieved. It resists all exploitation that results from comparative poverty or 
powerlessness. (113) 
 Postcolonialism’s fundamental sympathies lie with the outcastes of all kinds 
trapped in any sort of power hierarchy – the poor, the subaltern, the women, the 
colonized, the refugees, the migrants, the diasporas. It deals with the problems of 
slavery, suppression and representation. In short, its interests and sympathies lie with 
those who are forced to live on the margins of the society and who are powerless to 
fight for themselves. It aims to transform the societies with a view to bring in more 
equitable distribution of wealth and power, to eliminate social, racial, cultural and 
gendered hierarchies wherever they exist and in whatever form they are. Since 
postcolonial conditions vary according to location and situation, there cannot be a 
single form of postcolonial politics. Thus anything can fall under the purview of 
postcolonialism from the appropriation of natural resources, to unjust prices for 
commodities and crops, to the international sex trade, to the provision of basic 
amenities – security, sanitation, health care, food, and education – to all irrespective 
of their race, class, caste, religion, gender, or ethnicity. It unearths and gives value and 
attention to subaltern, marginalized cultures and fields of knowledge which have 
historically been considered to be of little or no value, and make efforts to restore the 
histories lost under long European colonization and occupation. As put by Young, “It 
looks at and experiences the world from below rather than from above.” (114). 
 Postcolonial studies brought periphery to the centre and turned subjects into 
objects and vice versa, as Sartre in his Colonialism and Neocolonialism (first 
published in 1964 in French, translated in English in 2001) comments talking about 
the emergence of postcolonial writers like Fanon: “The author often talks about you, 
but never to you. … What a decline: for the fathers, we were the sole interlocuters; the 
sons no longer even consider us as qualified interlocuters: we are the object of their 
discourse.” (76) Although Sartre’s contribution in the development of postcolonial 
theory has been overlooked by the critics of postcolonial studies, he has been a great 
influence on writers and thinkers like Frantz Fanon, Aime Cesaire, Albert Memmi, 
etc. who are considered the leading figures in the field of postcolonial studies. As 
Robert J. C. young observes in the Preface to Sartre’s Colonialism and 
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Neocolonialism, it was “the cosmopolitan, international structure of the anti-colonial 
movements helped to construct a formation of intellectual and cultural resistance, a 
huge production of philosophical and cultural knowledge, that flourished alongside 
anti-colonial political practice and material forms of resistance.” (VII), thus making 
Postcolonial theory fundamentally the outcome of that anti-colonial, anti-eurocentric 
political knowledge and experience that helped create the tricontinental modernity. 
Postcolonialism, as per Young, “represents a name for the intrusion of this radically 
different epistemology into the academy, the institutional site of knowledge, globally 
dominated, hitherto, by the knowledge criteria and positionality of the West.”                                                                                                                              
(Preface, Colonialism and Neocolonialism, VII). Sartre, as an anti-colonial thinker, 
was preoccupied with the question of abusive power relations, a theme that Coetzee is 
preoccupied with all over his oeuvre. Sartre held that power was a dialectical 
phenomenon, that torturer and tortured, racist and victim, colonizer and colonized, the 
empowered and disempowered, were locked in a symbiotic relation in which the first 
could not escape the consequences of his relations with the second. Coetzee seems to 
be influenced very much by him in this regard. It is also important to mention Sartre 
in the context of Coetzee because, like him, Coetzee can be labeled as “anti-colonial” 
more comfortably than “postcolonial”.  
 Coetzee’s ‘apolitical’ instance makes it difficult to assess his works as direct 
postcolonial representations since they lack the directness and urgency of such 
writings. Postcolonial writings in general are characterized by their ‘realism’ in 
depicting the structures and workings of colonial power as well as their directness to 
speak against and condemn such power tactics along with their attempt to restore the 
humanity and dignity of the colonized, the oppressed, the marginalized – the victims 
of power hierarchies. But Coetzee’s texts employ nonrealistic devices unveiling the 
‘politics’ behind his apparently or assumingly ‘apolitical’ agenda. According to 
Michael Vaughan:  
Realism implies that there is an immediate, effective relation between 
individual experience and objective reality. The medium of this relation is 
always some form of practice. With Coetzee, the relation between individual 
experience and reality – and hence also practice, as a mediating link between 
[24] 
 
the two terms – is highly problematic. Hence his anti-realist aesthetics. (qtd. in 
Watson 384) 
 For Gordimer, the essence of the writer’s role lies in her social responsibility, 
and responsibility is treated primarily as a form of witness that in turn requires to have 
a clear political stand in order to condemn the one and support the other. Life under 
apartheid seemingly demands the realistic documentation of the oppression. That is 
why the political and ethical evasion in Coetzee cast doubts upon his ‘postcolonial’ 
consciousness.  His political choices lie behind his choice of allegorical medium that 
showcases his “attempt in the novels to hold South Africa at arm’s length, by means 
of strategically nonspecific settings or socially improbable protagonists” (Attwell 3), 
thus making his fiction stand apart from the conventional postcolonial South African 
writings. Allegory is employed by Coetzee also as an attempt to hold stance with and 
against the forces maneuvering in South African culture to free himself of being 
polarized into a particular (South African) identity in order to lend a universal 
character to himself and his writings. Stephen Watson rightly comments that “By 
loosening the bonds of historical verisimilitude imposed and indeed demanded by the 
conventions of realism, Coetzee allows his fiction to float literally free of time and 
place even in the act of seeming to allude to a time and place which is specifically 
South African.” (374).  
 This thesis is an attempt to grasp the postcolonial essence of Coetzee’s 
writings though his postcolonialism does not confirm to the conventions of 
postcolonial writings in general, and of South African postcolonial writings in 
particular. His postcolonial consciousness lie in exposing the power structures and 
tactics operating in a society with highly polarized power relations mostly in the 
context of the whites and the blacks, i.e. the powerful and the powerless or the 
colonizer and the colonized such as in In the Heart of the Country; in his mapping of  
the silences of the oppressed and the subjugated ones such as in Foe; in his attempts 
to recover the lost histories such as in Dusklands; in his documentation of the violence 
and torture suffered by the powerless at the hands of powerful such as in Waiting for 
the Barbarians; and in his showcasing of the changing power relations and structures 
such as in Disgrace. Despite all his efforts to keep at a distance with the South 
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African reality, South Africa is what always lurks in the background, providing an 
inevitable backdrop to most of his writings.  
 Gayatri Chakravarti Spivak in her immensely famous article that is regarded 
as one of the founding texts of Postcolonialism seeks to ask: “Can the Subaltern 
Speak?” But the more important and urgent question that should be asked is “Can the 
Subaltern be Heard?” as introduced by J. Maggio in his article with the same title. It is 
this notion of getting heard rather than being able to speak that Coetzee tries to 
emphasize through his writings all over his oeuvre. If we are keen to listen, we can 
listen even to silences, but if we decide not to listen, then even the shouts and screams 
can be ignored comfortably (or may be not so comfortably as Coetzee also seeks to 
probe the conscience of such people). The answer to Spivak’s question i.e. “Can the 
Subaltern Speak?” can comprise both the possibilities – “Yes” or “No” – depending 
upon the particular circumstances of a subaltern subject, but the answer to Maggio’s 
question i.e. “Can the Subaltern be Heard” can only be “Yes” as it depends more on 
us than on the subaltern itself.  
 Coetzee makes silence speak for itself rather than replacing it with words 
stuffed into the mouths of the silent subjects as is the postcolonial tradition in general, 
thus shifting the responsibility of breaking the silence from the oppressed ones to 
others by changing it from being the necessity “to speak” to the necessity “to hear”. 
He makes silence a presence in itself against the notion of it being an “absence”. He 
does not believe in giving voice to the silenced ones since they are powerless to 
change their condition and cannot speak at their own, and speaking on their behalf 
further traumatizes the situation. In Coetzee, silence is related to power rather than 
being an expression of powerlessness – a tool against the powerful if employed 
willfully and strategically, since Coetzee’s works are obsessed above all with “Power” 
– social, cultural, lingual, political, familial, racial, colonial – actual or latent, 
manifesting in hierarchical structures of human relations and interaction, mostly in a 
master-slave or colonizer- colonized dialectic. This is what occupies Coetzee most as 
Stephen Watson puts it:  
If colonialism, at its very simplest, equals the conquest and subjugation of a 
territory by an alien people, then the human relationship that is basic to it is 
[26] 
 
likewise one of power and powerlessness: the relationship between master and 
servant, overlord and slave. It is this aspect of colonialism that receives the 
most extensive treatment in Coetzee’s fiction (370). 
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Chapter 2 
SILENCE IN COETZEE: OPPRESSION OR RESISTANCE, 
PRESENCE OR ABSENCE, POWER OR 
POWERLESSNESS 
 
“Silence can be a plan 
rigorously executed 
It is a presence 
it has a history a form 
Do not confuse it 
with any kind of Absence.” 
~Adrienne Rich 
 
 In a world where everything is defined and understood dichotomously, 
‘Silence’ has traditionally been equated with ‘absence’ – absence of voice, absence of 
power, absence of opportunity, absence of agency – as against the voice that has 
always been associated with power and agency and thus a recognizable ‘presence’. 
Hence, being silent is often looked as an expression of being powerless, passive, and, 
therefore, unnoticed and oppressed. As such, the solution traditionally given for the 
breakdown of such a situation is ‘to raise voice’. But “The lacuna within this 
formulation is that the burden of social change is placed upon those least empowered 
to intervene in the conditions of their oppression.”(Rowe and Malhotra 1). This 
approach holds silence as the main focus rather than the conditions responsible for 
generating that silence and demands efforts and responsibility to eliminate it only 
from those who are victims themselves, leaving the ‘privileged’ other side (that is 
actually responsible for silencing them) free of any burden or responsibility. The 
equation that can be drawn from this approach seems to be dictating that one suffers 
because one is silent, and, therefore, one can put an end to this suffering by breaking 
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the silence. Whereas the situation happens to be vice-versa, i.e. one suffers, therefore 
one is silent. 
 The problem actually lies not in the silence itself, but in seeing it as an 
absence, in our failure to read it out, for “the subaltern speaks, if those in positions of 
privilege could learn to listen – and learn to decode the silences that inscribe resistive 
meanings” (Rowe and Malhotra 9). What is required, thus, is to search for what is 
unsaid and the reasons behind its not being said, to regard silence also as a mode of 
expression, either imposed or chosen, to “decode the silences” so to say. Silence, in 
the light of this new approach, is emerging as a mode of expression powerful enough 
to resist the domination and subjugation, particularly in the writings of feminist 
scholars and cultural critics, and in postcolonial studies. Works by writers such as 
Gayatri Spivak, Cheryl Glenn, Krista Ratcliffe emphasize the importance and 
necessity (on the part of academics particularly) of learning to listen to the silences of 
the subaltern subjects.  
 Joanna Kadi in her essay “Speaking (About) Silence” says: “If you want to 
hear me, listen to my silences as well as my words” (541). Silence is, thus, as much a 
part of any communication as speech. Sometimes it gets dominated by the speech and 
sometimes it dominates the speech. But, either dominated or dominating, it always 
holds more meaning and substance than the speech. Words spoken out may be 
meaningless, mere babbling and gibbering, spoken just for the sake of speaking as is 
evident in a variety of Existential and Absurd writings such as Samuel Becket’s 
Waiting for Godot where the dialogue between characters is bereft of any meaning, 
purpose, or substance. But the words that are held back always possess deep meaning 
and purpose. Words delivered through speech may not have some specific reason for 
getting delivered but the words not delivered always have a reason for being held 
back. There may be no specific drives that force one to speak, but there are specific 
drives that force one to be silent, either willingly or unwillingly. 
 Silence in the works of J. M. Coetzee occurs more to be a matter of choice 
than compulsion, more to be a form of resistance and, thus, power than 
powerlessness, except in cases like that of Friday in Foe or where language is a bar. It 
is either adopted as a means of resistance against the powerful by the powerless or as 
an expression of unwillingness to enter into any relationship with the “other”. 
 [35]
 However, it is often a difficult task to distinguish between silences as being 
repressive or resistive because these are not two different types of silences, it is the 
same repressive silence that gets transformed into the resistive one in the absence of 
any other way to fight back. That is why silence is always the weapon of the 
powerless mostly in conditions of utter hopelessness and disgust, a mode/form of 
passive resistance. However, it sometimes becomes too ambiguous to be defined as 
power or powerlessness: “it is hard to know what gives me greater power−holding 
silence or breaking silence” (Margaret Montaya, quoted in Rowe and Malhotra 13). 
Coetzee seems to have undertaken the task of unraveling the hitherto neglected 
dimensions of silence since “Silence as a will not to say or a will to unsay and as a 
language of its own has barely been explored” (Trinh 373).  
 Coetzee’s colonized subjects do not indulge in the act of mimicking the 
colonizers, as Homi K. Bhabha’s ‘mimic man’, neither they have “Black skin, White 
masks” as in Frantz Fanon; they are rather withdrawn, hesitant to have any relation or 
communication with the colonizer, giving way to a silence that can be described as “a 
constant defiance than any sort of passivity.” (Ferguson 56). However the ‘silence’ in 
Coetzee’s works cannot be clubbed under a single heading. “Silence”, according to 
Kennan Ferguson, “functions as a negotiation of the disparate and the common, but 
like any true negotiation it takes more than one path and more than one meaning.” 
(63). This definition stands true for Coetzee’s use of silence as a multifaceted 
phenomenon. The present chapter endeavors to explore, in selected works of Coetzee, 
the various meanings and forms of silence employed by him to play a number of roles 
to show that it is not only the manifestation of powerlessness but can also be 
exercised as a powerful weapon, to render others as powerless. It may be the result of 
the lack of choices but it can also be the choice itself. 
 It would not be wrong to say that Coetzee’s novels are the articulation of the 
“silence” itself rather than the silent subjects. Silence has a dominant ‘presence’ 
throughout his oeuvre, generated inevitably under different sets of social and power 
relationships, without interpreting and understanding which one cannot adequately 
reach to the core of his characters’ existence amongst the web of relations categorized 
as those between the powerful and the powerless, the oppressor and the oppressed, the 
centre and the periphery (marginalized), the colonizer and the colonized; as the gaps, 
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absences, and silences invite the reader to participate in the creation of meaning.  
Coetzee does not give voice to the colonized or the marginalized ‘other’ to highlight 
their suffering  and subjugation as is the trend in postcolonial writings like Wide 
Sargasso Sea (1966) by Jean Rhys in which she gives voice to the silenced “mad 
woman in the attic” of the Charlotte Bronte’s canonical work Jane Eyre (1847). He 
rather uses silence itself to show the extent of their oppression and irreversible loss. 
The more they are oppressed and marginalized, the more they are silent and 
withdrawn. However, this silence and withdrawal is handled by him as a strategy to 
assert their inevitable ‘presence’, instead of making them an ‘absence’. Coetzee’s 
novelty and credit lies in making such silent and vulnerable characters like Friday (in 
Foe) and Michael K (in Life and Times of Michael K) the central concern of a novel 
and in making others notice and acknowledge their powerful presence in spite of them 
being withdrawn to the extent of avoiding any contact and communication with 
anyone, and rejecting any advance in this regard.  
 However, there is no denying the fact that the one who is silent, whether the 
silence is self-chosen or imposed by others, is a sufferer and is the one who has to 
make a lot of compromises, as the one using the voice can define things and situations 
as per his convenience, imparting validity and urgency only to his interests and needs. 
It enables him to get ‘his point of view’ prevail over that of the other’s, and thus to 
protect his interests against those of the other. How we act or react about a situation 
“depends on what our definitions of the situation are”, (Hall 77), and this is where one 
takes advantage of being heard against those unheard. In Life and Times of Michael K, 
Coetzee’s narrator makes this point clear while commenting on the relationship 
between the town and the camp on its periphery established by the authorities where 
the ‘blacks’ are forced to live like prisoners and work against their will in order to 
provide cheap and essential labour force for the townspeople and the state and yet are 
called a parasite whereas it is the ‘others’ who live and depend on their labour : 
“Perhaps in truth whether the camp was declared a parasite on the town or the town a 
parasite on the camp depended on no more than who made his voice heard loudest.” 
(Life and times of Michael K 160). 
 Coetzee’s first novel Dusklands (1974) that consists of two separate novellas 
entitled ‘The Vietnam Project’ and ‘The Narrative of Jacobus Coetzee’ juxtaposes 
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two different narratives belonging to two different eras separated by hundreds of years 
in the chronological order of the events, their only similarity being that both are the 
narratives of colonization. What both the narratives seem to emphasize is the 
inhumanness of those who hold power (the colonizers) articulated through exhibiting 
the tortures and violence perpetrated by them on the powerless other (the colonized), 
as well as the futility and effect of such inhumanity on both the sufferers and the 
perpetrators. Though the word silence does not appear as frequently in this novel as in 
others like In The Heart of the Country and Michael K, it is only here (in The Vietnam 
Project) that “silence” is most pointedly and explicitly shown as a mode of 
“resistance” against the enemy and, thus, as “power”, in the observations made by 
Eugene Dawn, the protagonist:  
The brothers of men who stood out against proven tortures and died holding 
their silence are now broken down with drugs and a little clever confusion. 
They talk freely, holding their interrogators’ hands and opening their hearts 
like children. After they have talked they go to hospital, and then to 
rehabilitation. They are easily picked out in the camps. They are the ones who 
hide in corners or walk up and down the fences all day pattering to 
themselves. (17) 
 The above quote shows that holding silence in the face of tortures is an act of 
resistance and courage that can be accomplished only by the strong and powerful. 
Silence in such a situation means not yielding to the interrogators in spite of all 
tortures and sufferings mounted by them on their subjects, thus rendering them 
powerless to have any influence on them. The agents of torture can do as they please 
with their bodies, but cannot penetrate their minds. It is only the weak ones ‘who hide 
in the corners’ whom they can make succumb to their demands to cooperate and 
speak up. The purpose of torture is always to break down the subject and one who can 
beat out this purpose deserves to be considered more powerful than its defeated 
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seekers; and what gives them power to do so is the ‘choice’ to be silent, as one can be 
deprived of the power to speak but not of the power to remain silent.  
 Eugene Dawn’s narrative in The Vietnam Project revolves mainly around the 
twenty-four pictures of Vietnam War that he always carries around with him in his 
briefcase and the Propaganda Report that he is commissioned to prepare . Whatever 
we come to know about the Vietnam War is only through these photographs. These 
pictures tell the stories of brutalities carried out in the war by the American soldiers 
on the poor Vietnamese depicting scenes like that of a soldier lifting a tiny 
Vietnamese woman “possibly a child” (13) on his penis, smilingly showing his 
strength while the woman is poised in the air with her hands stretched out to keep the 
balance; and of soldiers smilingly posing for the camera while holding the severed 
heads of the Vietnamese men. These photographs resonate with another such image 
mentioned by Robert J. C. Young in the Preface of his book Postcolonialism: An 
Historical Introduction which shows four European men “standing in an open field, 
smiling and laughing at the camera” (ix) while holding up an Algerian man who is 
naked with his legs “held spread apart, raised high in the air, his circumcised genitals 
brazenly exposed” (ix) 
 Coetzee seems to be fond of highlighting things more through silence than 
words and what can speak more silently than photographs! These pictures spell the 
horrors of the war without saying a word and are capable of affecting the readers 
more deeply and profoundly than any words could have. Coetzee by exposing, 
depicting and probing into the scenes of tortures and violence “renders visible the 
places that the system would rather keep out of sight and mind.” (Barnard 36). These 
war torn pictures make such a powerful impression on the psyche of the narrator that 
his nervous system eventually breaks down to the extent that he stabs his own child in 
his fits.   The ill, dehumanizing effect of the violent war scenes on one who is not 
even directly involved but is “one of Chomsky’s “backroom boys” is evident in the 
narrator’s comment about his wife that “She lives in the hope that what her friends 
call my psychic brutalization will end with the end of the war and the Vietnam 
Project, that reinsertion into civilization will tame and eventually humanize me.” (9-
10). War is thus said to have deprived one of his civility and humanity; in other 
words, it is a barbaric act and “everyone who reaches the innermost mechanism of the 
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war suffers a vision of horror which depraves him utterly.” (10). His wife Marilyn 
associates the changes in his behavior and psyche to the ‘twenty four pictures of 
human bodies’ that he has in order to help him to frame his propaganda report on the 
Vietnam Project.  
 Silence may seem to have fascinated Coetzee as a language, but he is well 
aware of the power of voice and the advantage of being heard as well. Propaganda 
Report of Eugene dawn is what emphasizes this aspect. Propaganda is an strategy to 
get one’s voice prevail over others’ in order to define and describe things to one’s 
advantage and interests,  aimed at marginalizing the voices and interests of the other 
side. It is employed to gain people’s support and consent for one’s cause against the 
‘other’. In a war, propaganda is made to render the other side as wrong and barbaric, 
to mobilize people’s sentiments against that ‘other’ by playing as the ‘victim’, to get 
sanction to one’s agenda. Though propaganda can be used to promote some good 
cause as well, it has now come to be associated more with negative connotations as 
people often dismiss things, calling them ‘mere propaganda’,  because the means 
through which it is carried out, i.e. the media (print or electronic), are always 
controlled by the powerful ones (the oppressors), and are used by them for their 
advantage often to distort the facts and to render the other (the powerless) as 
‘invisible’ and marginalized by rendering his voice ‘ineffective’ and his point of view 
‘unheard’. Propaganda is a means to establish hegemonies to serve and protect one’s 
colonial interests.  The most glaring example of it from the contemporary world is 
that of Israel’s propaganda against Palestine which aims at making the world believe 
and regard the oppressor (Israel) as victim and the oppressed (Palestine) as the 
oppressor (the ‘terrorist’ so to say). While reading the Eugene Dawn’s Propaganda 
Report on Vietnam, one is likely to have constantly in mind the Israel-Palestine issue, 
particularly in the wake of the most recent “Operation Protective Edge” by Israel, 
with all its fake propaganda and the violence as it shows how “military value” is 
assigned to “terror operations”: “we have justified the elimination of enemy villages 
by calling them armed strongholds, when the true value of the operations lay in 
demonstrating to the absent VC menfolk just how vulnerable their homes and families 
were.” (22). This is how history repeats itself and draws parallels, and herein lies the 
success of any writing: to be relevant in all times. It also reminds Coetzee’s Waiting 
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for the Barbarians where the simple, displaced natives are termed as ‘barbarians’ by 
the empire while being subjected to the barbarism of the empire itself.  
 Propaganda is the ‘psychological warfare’ as explained in Dusklands by 
Eugene Dawn, which aims “to destroy the morale of the enemy” and is, thus, “the 
negative function of propaganda” (19). Dawn’s report on propaganda in the context of 
Vietnam War emphasizes the use of “father-voice” and the creation of 
“countermyths” to break the power and resistance of the enemy because “The myths 
of a tribe are the fictions it coins to maintain its powers.” (24). “Father-voice” is 
associated with the authority that commands obedience and subverts rebellion and 
resistance. Countermyths are needed to subvert “The myth of the father” which “is a 
justification of the rebellion of sons against a father who uses them as hinds. … 
Psychoanalytically the myth is self-affirming fantasy of the child powerless to take 
the mother he desires from his father-rival.” (25). Applying the myth to a colonial 
situation as in Vietnam, the father stands for the foreign colonial power or empire (i.e. 
U.S.), sons are the colonized natives (i.e. Vietnamese) in constant war and rebellion 
against the father, and the desired mother which they want to take from the father, the 
root of discord, is the land occupied by the colonizers. The myth gives people hope of 
winning against his authority as it believes that the power of the father will wither 
some day through resistance, armed or unarmed; that they can take over the control 
from the father who would grow weak with the time against the strength of the sons. 
The countermyths, thus, involve shattering this hope through “the attrition of plenty”, 
by using force to show them “the endless capacity to replace dead members” so that 
they will “lose faith, grow disheartened, surrender.” (25). 
 Hence Propaganda is nothing other than the use of voice loud enough to 
silence the ‘other’, Silence in this context can only be a form of powerlessness, with 
the voice acting as a counterforce. The one who is able to have himself heard loudest 
possesses and commands the power and authority over the situation. Moreover, 
distorting or modifying the truths to gain the control of the situation as is done by 
propaganda is also a form of silencing − of silencing the truth. The rejection of 
Eugene Dawn’s report that gives facts about the situation in Vietnam in a candid way 
by Coetzee (fictional one, Dawn’s senior and supervisor of his work in the novel) who 
asks him to modify it to make it more suitable for its audience shows the partial and 
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false nature of propaganda. The faking function of propaganda is exposed by Eugene 
himself while commenting about the effect of the photographs on him comparing it 
with what the print media could do: “I respond to pictures as I do not to print. Strange 
that I am not in the picture-faking side of propaganda.” (13). His Propaganda report 
shows how minutely Coetzee (the author) has observed the war tactics of U.S. in 
Vietnam. However, its parallelism with other war situations locating in different 
countries at different periods of time, such as those of the apartheid South Africa, the 
French Algeria, the Palestine-Israel conflict, makes it clear that all colonial wars are 
one-sided, nothing but the force and violence unleashed by the powerful on the 
powerless in order to break them physically as well as psychologically, dehumanizing 
both the sides: one, the dominated and powerless, is dehumanized by having rendered 
below-human, deprived of even the very basic human rights such as  the sanctity of 
life and human dignity, by the powerful, dominating one, which is dehumanized by 
losing all human ethics and values in perpetrating terror and violence on the ‘other’ to 
achieve its political, social, or economic goals.  
 The use of disproportionate force and violence aims at silencing both those 
who are killed (silenced forever) and those who are left by terrorizing them. It is often 
used to tame them or to teach them a lesson for their disobedience and rebellion 
against the domination or occupation so that they would not again dare to stand 
against it, by breaking their morale in the face of huge destruction and death of their 
fellows. This is what the narrator in The Narrative of Jacobus Coetzee points out 
while comparing the Dutch girls with the captured Bushman girl: “She may be alive 
but she is as good as dead. She has seen you kill the men who represented power to 
her, she has seen them shot down like dogs. You have become power itself now and 
she nothing,” (61). This is what the whole village of Namaquas along with the four 
slave Hottentots is killed for by Jacobus Coetzee in his second journey to their land 
which is undertaken only for this sole purpose: to teach them a lesson for their 
disobedience, for not treating him (the white, the colonizer) as a superior being.  
 In the Heart of the Country (1977), second novel by Coetzee, deals with the 
loneliness in the life of a white spinster Magda living on his father’s settler farm and 
her longing to have equal and reciprocal relations with the people around her to 
combat that loneliness and alienation. Silence in this work appears as a result of the 
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lack of a common language to establish such reciprocal relations between the masters 
and the slaves as well as the lack of willingness to communicate on the part of certain 
characters: “In the novel silence is the dominant theme, not because the few 
characters closed into the order of the farm have nothing to tell one another, but just 
because there is too much that cannot be spoken about, cannot be put into words and 
because there is no language in which they could be told.” (Vallasek107) 
 The novel is a monologue written like a journal with numbered paragraphs 
recording disjointed incidents experienced or imagined by Magda who has been “an 
absence” (2) for her father all her life and thus fighting “against becoming one of the 
forgotten ones of history.” (4) by imagining and re-imagining a number of things in 
order to give some meaning to her existence or simply to assert her presence. Her life 
on the lonely farm, neglected by her father and devoid of any other companionship is 
engulfed by silence. She craves to have someone to speak to and to be spoken to − 
“must have another human being, must hear another voice, even if it speaks only 
abuse” (17) − in order to come out of the monologue of her life, to be sure that she is 
“more than just the trace of these words passing through (her) head on their way from 
nowhere to nowhere” (61). Silence around her is mostly the result of the lack of 
words, lack of verbal communication, as she unfolds: “I am spoken to not in words, 
which come to me quaint and veiled, but in signs, in conformations of face and hands, 
in postures of shoulders and feet, in nuances of tune and tone, in gaps and absences 
whose grammar has never been recorded.” (8). 
 Servants are the only human presence on the farm besides her father but an 
equal, substantial social relationship is not possible with them because they belong to 
different hierarchical order and the language of communication that exists between 
them consists of only giving and taking orders, though they may have much to say to 
each other. Although, after her father’s (real or imagined) death, Magda tries to 
establish a reciprocal relationship with Hendrik (the servant) and his wife Klien Anna, 
she utterly fails in her endeavor because of the mistrust and alienation generated by 
the colonial occupation and exploitation among the natives (the black servants) 
towards the colonial race and because of the irreversible loss of an equal language as 
a result of Colonization that might have existed between them to facilitate a normal, 
smooth flow of communication:  
 [43]
The language that should pass between myself and these people was subverted 
by my father and cannot be recovered. What passes between us now is a 
parody. I was born into a language of hierarchy, of distance and perspective. It 
was my father-tongue. I do not say it is the language my heart wants to speak, 
I feel too much the pathos of its distances, but it is all we have. (106) 
 Magda calls this language of hierarchy ‘father-tongue’ instead of ‘mother 
tongue’ because mother-tongue is the tongue that facilitates easy, smooth, and desired 
communication, it connects rather than alienate as is the case with her ‘father-tongue’ 
that mars her communication with the people around her against her desire to be close 
to them.  
 Therefore what she is left to do is only to indulge in imaginations, where her 
life is not so static and silent (almost an absence) as it is in reality, because she fears 
to “dwindle and expire here in the heart of the country unless she has at least a thin 
porridge of event to live on.” (25). This is what compels her to conjure such scenes as 
her father’s remarriage with a black girl, his affair with Hendrik’s young wife, her 
double act of parricide, first by killing his father and his young wife by an axe after 
which she attempts to commit suicide by drowning herself,  second by shooting  his 
father by a rifle when he was sleeping with Hendrik’s child-wife, her attempt to bury 
her father with the help of Hendrik who dies having succumbed to his wound of rifle 
shot after having suffered a lot for a considerable period of time in the absence of any 
medical care and treatment, her rape by Hendrik after her father’s death, etc. Most 
probably all these incidents are a creation of her imaginative faculty because she is 
not certain about what she tells and keeps on modifying the narrative, telling the same 
incident a number of times with little variations. The thing that most effectively cast 
doubt on the credibility of her narrative is her attempt to bring her father back alive at 
the end of the novel after having lived in complete solitude on the farm for a long 
period of time, being abandoned by her servants (the only human society she has had) 
for fear of betrayal by her as the enquiries about her father’s absence from the farm 
are initiated and they, being the servants, black and powerless, are most likely to be 
blamed. The fact of her utter solitude is what justifies her mental breakdown towards 
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the end of the novel, drifting her into the state of madness in which she even tries to 
talk with the ‘sky-gods’ in order to have some sort of company.  
 In the absence of any meaningful relationship or communication, her life is 
just a ‘monologue’, and even if she has a dialogue with someone, it consists only of 
“question and answer, word and echo” (22), bereft of any human warmth and feeling 
that she needs utterly. She craves to talk in the common human language that has no 
hierarchy, the language of love and compassion, of nuances, of equality, that has been 
corrupted by her father. The hierarchy created by her colonist father isolates and 
alienates her. She wants to eliminate that hierarchy in order to have reciprocal 
relations with other human beings around her, to have a sense of belongingness, but 
that is beyond her power because of the mistrust generated by colonization in the 
hearts of those colonized. That’s what explains unwillingness on the part of Hendrik 
and Anna to treat Magda as a friend. She is only “Miss” to them and, therefore, 
cannot be treated as an equal fellow human being. It is their withdrawing attitude 
towards her, their hesitation to have communication with her on an equal footing that 
owes their silence.  
 Coetzee’s third novel Waiting for the Barbarians (1980) is a poignant 
narration of violence and torture inflicted by the colonizer on the colonized, by the 
powerful on the powerless, by the ‘civilized’ on the ‘barbarians’. The novel revolves 
around the rumour created by the Empire of an expected barbarians’ attack on the 
settlement town, and is narrated by the Magistrate of the town appointed by the 
Empire, through whose eyes we see the oppression and injustice done to the poor 
natives (termed as barbarians) by the people of Empire and come to know who is the 
real ‘barbarian’.  The title of the novel owes to a poem written in 1898 (first published 
in Egypt in 1904) by an Alexandrian Greek poet C. P. Cavafy with the same title. The 
only similarity between the two works lies in the fact that the expected barbarians 
arrive neither here nor there, and, by the end, are declared as non-existent, just the 
figment of the minds of those who anticipate their arrival either as savior (in the 
poem) or as enemy (in the novel). 
 Silence in this novel comprises the silence of victims as well as of those who 
are complicit as a witness to their victimization. It appears simultaneously as the lack 
of power as well as the power itself. Colonel Joll in the novel represents the powerful 
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(the real barbarians) and the powerless are represented by the ‘barbarian girl’, with 
Magistrate holding an ambivalent position between the two. The action takes place at 
an unspecified location, named only as a ‘frontier town or settlement’ to give it a 
universal character. However, most of Coetzee’s works employ apartheid or post-
apartheid South Africa as a background, either in specified or unspecified way. 
Coetzee writes: “once in every generation, without fail, there is an episode of hysteria 
about the barbarians.” (Waiting for the Barbarians 9). The novel Waiting for the 
Barbarians captures such an episode. What Coetzee emphasizes here is the complicity 
of those who are not directly involved in torture and violence carried out by the 
powerful upon the powerless, but witness it silently without questioning it or raising 
voice against it, such as the doctor who is called to treat the wounds of the prisoner 
boy. He puts ointment on his “hundred little stabs”, promises his speedy recovery and 
then “leaves in a hurry” without even asking “how the boy sustained his injuries.” 
(11). It is only the Magistrate who opposes the oppression and injustice carried out in 
the name of the security of the Empire and the settlement. 
 The most prominent silence in the novel is that of the ‘barbarian girl’ who 
refuses to speak about her experiences of the torture chamber which the Magistrate is 
intent to know. It is because of her silence that the Magistrate has to focus on her 
body to read out the signs of violence inscribed on it in order to know what went on in 
the torture room with the prisoners, the native folks caught by Colonel Joll under the 
pretext of gathering information about an anticipated (imaginary) barbarian uprising 
in the context of which Derek Wright writes: “The barbarians [. . .] are really a mental 
fiction born of colonial paranoia and a political convenience.” (115). This statement 
suggests that “the “war” or “offensive” taking place is only a fiction meant to create 
fear in the minds of people of the Empire, therefore securing their allegiance towards 
their nation.” (Pardick 45). In this novel, as in Dusklands, Coetzee has tried to capture 
the negative effects of Colonialism not only on its victims, the colonized, but on the 
psyche of those who play an instrumental role in the process and also on those who 
stand only as spectators to the brutalities carried out in their name but do not or cannot 
do anything to stop it. It is not actually taking part in the oppression or violence done 
to the ‘other’ that only matters to Coetzee, but having knowledge about it can also 
have lasting effects on one’s mind as the Magistrate says, “I know somewhat too 
much; and from this knowledge, once one has been infected, there seems to be no 
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recovering.” (22-23). Knowledge is what infects the mind and what one cannot escape 
as Coetzee says in Doubling the Point (1992) when, over his anxiety about the 
Vietnam war during his stay in America, someone asked him to go back if he did not 
approve the war : “The problem was with knowing what was being done. It was not 
obvious where one went to escape knowledge.” (51) 
 Whenever the Magistrate probes the girl to extract the knowledge of what 
actually she has gone through at the hands of Colonel Joll (the officer of Third Bureau 
sent by the Empire to do enquiries about and crush the rumoured barbarian uprising or 
rebellion) he is met with silence owing to the unwillingness on the part of the girl to 
impart anything to the one who also belongs to the same race and serves the same 
Empire. Bodies play a more important role in Coetzee’s works rather than the words 
or voice. The reason behind this is well explained by Coetzee himself that “… in 
South Africa it is not possible to deny the authority of suffering and therefore of the 
body.” (Doubling the Point 248). The postcolonial South African writings are marked 
by the scenes of violence and torture that leave their lasting imprints on the body in 
the form of scars or deformities. Hence, the body itself speaks about the atrocities 
committed on it despite the silence of its owner or possessor which is used by Coetzee 
not as something letting down the victim but rather to aggravate the seriousness of the 
crime and its effect, to attract the attention of the reader towards the mute sufferer, to 
make people feel the guilt of the crimes committed against humanity. Coetzee, instead 
of making his oppressed and marginalized characters speak up for themselves, make 
others (like the Magistrate in Waiting for the Barbarians, Susan in Foe, the Medical  
Officer at the camp in Life and Times of Michael K, Mrs. Curren in Age of Iron) learn 
to read their silence itself, make them intent to make efforts to understand the reasons 
behind their silence and the ways of silencing them.  
 It is by exploring the deformities and the marks on the body of the barbarian 
girl left behind in the town that Magistrate comes to know about the barbarities 
perpetrated in his (deliberately planned) absence on the prisoners in the name of 
getting truth out of them about the rumoured barbarian enterprise which finally proves 
only to be a paranoia created by Empire as it needs to convince people of some 
constantly lurking threat against which only Empire can protect them as it is only 
Empire that knows about it, so that the people would regard Empire as their savior 
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and keep their loyalty towards it without questioning its presence and its motives. 
“One thought alone preoccupies the submerged mind of Empire: how not to end, how 
not to die, how to prolong its era.” (146), for which it deliberately creates enemies, 
real or imaginary. “…the Empire insists (and even depends) on the maintenance of 
absolute differences, and it employs men like Joll to sustain these differences through 
torture.” (Doubling the Point 143). Magistrate’s deliberate efforts to be away from the 
scene of torture so that he could not hear the screams of the victims show one of the 
ways of silencing the other by those who do not approve oppression but neither have 
power to stop it, because “of the screaming which people afterwards claim to have 
heard from the granary, … (he) hear(s) nothing.” (5). He sits in his rooms “with 
windows shut…, straining (his) ears to hear or not to hear sounds of violence.” (24). 
By avoiding to be a direct witness to such oppression, people try to believe it to be 
non-existent. Such act of avoidance to what is happening around is found in Coetzee’s 
Summertime as well (one of the his three books known as his fictional autobiography) 
when he writes about his father that “When his father picks up the newspaper, he 
takes care to skip straight to the sports pages, missing out the politics – the politics 
and the killings.” (4). That may be to avoid getting hurt, to avoid the pain incited by 
others’ sufferings, or to avoid the shame of it because “When some men suffer 
unjustly, it is the fate of those who witness their suffering to suffer the shame of it.” 
(Waiting for the Barbarians 152), or simply because one is fed up to have any more 
of it. However, it is the same Magistrate who later makes every effort to find out what 
happened during those hours when he was away from that spot and openly raises 
voice against the Empire when Colonel Joll brings a new group of captives and 
brutally tortures them.  
 The Magistrate is Coetzee’s voice of truth and justice against the injustices 
perpetrated by colonialism. His ambivalent position of belonging to the Empire yet 
asserting distance from it is Coetzee’s own ambivalence of belonging to the white 
colonizer race yet trying not to be one of them. He is sure that barbarians are only a 
fiction created by Empire as he asserts: “Show me a barbarian army and I will 
believe.” (9). He knows that “The people we call barbarians are nomads, they migrate 
between the lowlands and the uplands every year, that is their way of life. They will 
never permit themselves to be bottled up in the mountains.” (54) as the Empire was 
planning to do by undertaking a “general offensive” (53) against them in the wake of 
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its propaganda against the barbarians who are actually “the people being pushed off 
the planes into the mountains by the spread of Empire.” (78). He, like Coetzee, keenly 
suffers the shame and guilt of the barbarities, “the errors that have been committed by 
others in our name.” (157). He knows who actually the enemy of whom is and who 
the real barbarians are: “… we have no enemies. Unless I make a mistake. Unless we 
are the enemy.” (85). But by making him suffer like those for whom he raises voice, 
Coetzee shows that having or raising voice does not necessarily makes one  
“powerful” unless others are ready to listen. Coetzee shifts the responsibility of 
having suffered from the victims to the others, that if others are prepared to listen, 
even the ‘silence’ can work, but if they are not, even the ‘voice’ cannot make any 
difference.  
 Coetzee seems to regard silence more powerful than words. Silence for him 
does not mean an absence of words. It, in effect, comprises the ‘unsaid words’, the 
right to hold back, and in torture room, it is this right that is preyed upon by the 
oppressors: “They thrive on stubborn silence: it confirms to them that every soul is a 
lock they must patiently pick.” (141) as they demand you to “Bare yourself! Open 
your heart!” (141).  If one is passionate to know the truth like the Magistrate, one try 
to probe even into the silence like he does in the case of barbarian girl, but the one 
who deliberately wants to obliterate the truth does not pay any heed to even one’s 
shouts and screams. Therefore: “to have voice is to possess both the opportunity to 
speak and the respect to be heard.” (Rakow and Wackwitz 9). 
 It is in his novel Foe (1986) that Coetzee gives ‘silence’ a solid existence in 
the form of Friday with his tongue being cut off most probably by the slave traders. 
Foe is the (postcolonial) rewriting of the famous colonial text Robinson Crusoe 
(1719) by Daniel Defoe. The plot also owes to Defoe’s another novel Roxana (1724) 
that relates the story of a woman in search of her lost daughter like Susan Barton (the 
narrator and protagonist of Foe) whose story begins when she comes to Bahia to 
search for her lost daughter, her only child, and having failed in her search begins her 
return journey to her home (Lisbon) on a ship but reaches an unknown island instead 
after getting shipwrecked where she meets Cruso and his servant Friday. Through 
Foe, Coetzee questions the authority and truth of colonial discourses and cast doubt 
on their authenticity and reliability. Foe shows how truth is fabricated to make it more 
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interesting and palpable. It deals with the questions of authorship and censorship over 
writers, which has been a matter of great concern for Coetzee while living in South 
Africa and one of the causes behind his diasporic flight to Australia. 
 Coetzee’s ‘Cruso’ is a lot different from Defoe’s ‘Crusoe’ in the sense that he 
is not the mighty figure of the colonizer − industrious, bountiful, self-dependent, self-
sufficient (like Defoe’s Crusoe) − having absolute control over everything. He is 
rather seen in his old age symbolizing the decline of the power of Colonialism, all his 
time and strength being occupied and consumed in making barren terraces as he has 
nothing to grow, again symbolizing the futility of the colonial system. Preparing 
terraces for future cultivation is also symbolic of preparing or clearing ground for the 
new (postcolonial) system to replace the old (colonial) one. Unlike Crusoe, Coetzee’s 
“Cruso” has no tools ransacked from the shipwreck to carve some useful things for 
him, he does not have any grains to cultivate the wild island, neither he keeps any 
journal to keep the record of time while staying on the island, nor he make any efforts 
to give signals of his presence on the island by making a fire to attract some ship that 
might be passing through in order to get rescued. Coetzee has also subverted Defoe’s 
colonial text by shifting its central concern from Cruso to Friday (a mute figure here 
unlike Defoe’s Friday) and Susan Barton, the female presence introduced by Coetzee 
– a totally new thing in an otherwise male dominated colonial text. Foe can justly be 
called a postcolonial rewriting as Coetzee has fully transformed the story of Robinson 
Crusoe from being male-centered to female-centered as well as shifted the focus of 
the narrative from the master (the colonizer, i.e. Cruso) to the slave (the colonized, i.e. 
Friday). 
 Cruso’s monotonous life on the island with mute Friday is disturbed by the 
arrival of shipwrecked Susan Barton who is, by chance, washed ashore the same 
island inhabited by him. It is through the account given by her that we come to know 
about Cruso’s life on the island, about Friday and his mutilation and servitude. Susan, 
like Coetzee’s other white female characters, holds an ambivalent position between 
the colonizer and the colonized, the position held by Coetzee himself in a country like 
South Africa because of belonging to the white (colonizer’s) race, showing at times 
the colonist attitude (with Friday) as well as that of colonized (in relation with Cruso, 
and later with Foe) due to being a woman, whereas Friday is shown as the universal 
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symbol of oppression and subjugation as he stands for all colonized, “silenced” 
subjects.  
 Friday’s silence permeates the whole novel: the absence of his voice having 
the most powerful presence throughout. The incompleteness of Susan’s story without 
Friday’s voice in fact symbolizes the gaps, the absences in history created by the 
practice of colonialism, and the fruitlessness of her efforts to incorporate Friday’s 
story to make her narrative whole shows the irrecoverable loss caused by Colonialism 
and the inability of others to grasp this loss. Moreover, in the words of David Attwell: 
“The apparent inaccessibility of Friday’s world to the Europeans in this story is an 
artist’s devastating judgement of the crippling anti-humanist consequences of 
colonialism and racism on the self-confident white world.”  (108). Narrator’s attempts 
to find out how it was that Friday lost his tongue implies, in a way, various ways of 
silencing the “other” as Susan draws different pictures depicting the scene of his 
tongue being cut off by the slave traders (the Moors) in various ways and the reasons 
told by Cruso for Friday having his tongue cut off also implies the variety of motives 
behind silencing the “other” as he explains: “Perhaps the slavers, who are Moors, hold 
the tongue to be a delicacy,… or perhaps they grew weary of listening to Friday’s 
wails of grief, that went on day and night. Perhaps they wanted to prevent him from 
ever telling his story… Perhaps they cut out the tongue of every cannibal they took, as 
a punishment. How will we ever know the truth?” (23). Friday’s lost tongue in fact 
stands for all the lost truth, the truth that existed before the colonial attack on 
indigenous people and cultures. It is only the lost voice that could be trusted and not 
the various interpretations given by others according to their own convenience, 
purpose, interests, and (mis)understanding.   
 Friday’s impenetrable silence casts a shadow on the whole story of Susan as 
she tells Mr. Foe, the author whom she is seeking to get her story told and published 
(fictional version of Daniel Defoe): “if the story seems stupid, that is only because it 
so doggedly holds its silence. The shadow whose lack you feel is there: it is the loss of 
Friday’s tongue.” (117). Foe wants her to incorporate in her story some more 
incidents (real or fictional) of her life before and after her stay on the island of Cruso 
to make it more lively and adventurous such as her search for her lost daughter (he 
even sends a girl to her claiming to be her daughter to provide his own climax to the 
story) making the story of island just an episode in it and thus neglecting the story of 
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Friday which Susan emphasizes over more than anything. According to her, “To tell 
my story and be silent on Friday’s tongue is no better than offering a book for sale 
with pages in it quietly left empty.” (67). She does not even pay heed to the girl who 
claims to be her lost daughter and regards her to be a part of Foe’s attempts to divert 
her attention from the story that she wants to tell in order to mould the story as he 
wants, a figment of Foe’s mind, a child of his imagination.  
 Foe is the typical European avoiding to face the truth of Friday’s oppression 
and subjugation represented through his mutilated self, brushing it off as an 
insignificant incident in a larger plot, whereas Susan, though belonging to the same 
race (white), represents those having conscience. She believes that “In every story 
there is a silence, some sight concealed, some word unspoken, I believe. Till we have 
spoken the unspoken we have not come to the heart of the story.” (141). Hence she 
knows that without reaching to the core of Friday’s silence, her story will remain 
soulless. She chooses to remain silent on all other matters so that only Friday’s 
silence, a silence without choice, gets attended to, so that his story does not get 
marginalized by hers as: “to accept this narrative of loss and restitution (that of 
Roxana) would be to render her own narrative complete and thus to leave no room for 
the story of Friday’s silencing.” (Durrant 33). Coetzee is keen to highlight the 
differences between two silences − chosen (as power) and imposed (as powerlessness) 
− as he speaks through his mouthpiece Susan:  
You err most tellingly in failing to distinguish between my silences and the 
silences of a being such as Friday. Friday has no command of words and 
therefore no defence against being re-shaped day by day in conformity with 
the desires of others. I say he is a cannibal and he becomes a cannibal, I say he 
is a laundryman and he becomes a laundryman …. what he is to the world is 
what I make of him. Therefore the silence of Friday is a helpless silence… 
Whereas the silence I keep regarding Bahia and other matters is chosen and 
purposeful: it is my own silence. (122). 
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 Coetzee’s characters mostly seem to exercise silence as power (as a choice) 
except Friday whose silence is “helpless” that makes him vulnerable to 
(mis)interpretations by others regarding his desires and choices that might be in total 
contradiction with what they think they are. His silence gives them power over him to 
interpret his heart and mind according to their own thinking, desires, and interests in 
order to have what they want of him, or what they want to make of him, or they can 
just act as being naïve of what he really wants to use him as they like as Susan herself 
acknowledges: “We deplore the barbarism of whoever maimed him, yet have we, his 
later masters, not reason to be secretly grateful? For as long as he is dumb we can tell 
ourselves his desires are dark to us, and continue to use him as we wish.” (148). But 
despite being powerless to speak out his mind or heart, Friday still asserts his will by 
not yielding to others’ efforts to get him assimilated or to “civilize” him by keeping 
himself indifferent and withdrawn, indicating that he is well aware of his oppression, 
subjugation, and colonization and hence holds some grudge against them as observed 
by Susan: “… it might not be mere dullness that kept him shut up in himself, nor the 
accident of the loss of his tongue, nor even an incapacity to distinguish speech from 
babbling, but a disdain for intercourse with me.” (98).  
 Susan’s silence on certain matters that Foe wants her to tell about in her 
proposed story of island, on the other hand, is a manifestation of her power to 
withhold:“I am not, do you see, one of those thieves or highwaymen of yours who 
gabble a confession and are then whipped off to Tyburn and eternal silence, leaving 
you to make of their stories whatever you fancy. It is still in my power to guide and 
amend. Above all, to withhold.” (123). She does not allow him to make amendments 
to her story to mould it according to what he wants it to be. It’s being her story, it is 
her right to choose what to tell as well as what to “omit”, and somebody else cannot 
decide what is more important and what is less important. Through Susan’s untiring 
efforts to get her story told and Foe’s unwillingness to accept it as narrated by her 
(without amendments proposed by him), he trying to ignore her story and standpoint 
by thrusting his own, Coetzee emphasizes that one can be silenced in spite of 
speaking up long and loud if others are not willing to listen or choose not to believe 
him/her, if they are bent on muffling one’s voice with theirs or forcing to alter it in 
accordance with their own will. Susan seems to know this fact very well when she 
says: “As long as you close your ears to me, mistrusting every word I say as a word of 
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slavery, poisoned, do you serve me any better than the slavers served Friday when 
they robbed him of his tongue?” (150). 
 Foe forcefully denies the authenticity of the stories told by someone about the 
other when Susan proclaims: “Who but Cruso, who is no more, could truly tell you 
Cruso’s story?” (51). The story does not belong to the teller but to the one whose 
story it relates and therefore no one else can do justice to it. It applies to all colonial 
discourses, such as the stories told by the colonizers about the colonized. Thus, the 
colonial accounts about the colonies and their natives cannot be trusted, particularly 
when the subjects of the (hi)story told by them are silenced under colonialism. 
Cruso’s death resulting in his absence and, thus, inability to tell his story (being 
silenced by death) is symbolic of the real as well as metaphoric death of those 
silenced by colonialism and could no more tell the “true” story. Mr. Foe’s  efforts to 
mould Susan’s story as he wishes it to be told exhibits the colonizers’ practice of 
altering the “truth” to make it suit their own interests. Susan is suspicious of Cruso’s 
(colonizer’s) narrative about the island and Friday’s story from the very beginning as 
Cruso does not stick to a single version and she has no means to confirm it since 
Friday has no tongue and thus could not tell the other (true) side of the story. She is 
unable to decide from his account “what was truth, what was lies, and what was mere 
rambling.” (12), and thus invites others to develop the habit of critical 
reading/listening, not to believe any story after hearing only one side. She knows that 
every story has some “silences” that should be probed to reach its core. 
 Coetzee’s Disgrace (1999) deals with the silence existing mostly due to 
unwillingness to communicate certain things, silence exercised as resistance to protect 
the domain of one’s privacy, not allowing others to have their choices imposed or 
prevailed against one’s own. It relates the story of David Lurie, an English professor – 
how he gets disgraced by having an affair with one of his students and how he tries to 
get redemption in the end by learning to live for others by taking up the animals’ 
cause.  Animal welfare is one of the main concerns of Coetzee reflected all over his 
oeuvre, he being an activist for the cause and having authored works like The Lives of 
Animals to promote and propagate it. The work emphasizes the need to respect the 
dignity of life, be it human or animal. Coetzee is very much concerned about violence 
against humanity as well as animals.  
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 Disgrace deals not only with the disgraced life of David Lurie, but with the 
disgrace that animals are subjected to in a human society, by depicting their (dogs’ 
particularly in this novel) ill fate and what they have to undergo at Bev Shaw’s 
Animal Welfare clinic just because they are, in Thomas Hardy’s words, “too menny” 
(Jude the Obscure, 1895) and therefore “unwanted”. The welfare that they are 
provided at Bev’s clinic is just a “decent death”, and incineration that Lurie takes 
charge of afterwards in order to make it too a little “decent” to save them the disgrace 
of having their stiffened corpses beaten by the workmen there in order to facilitate 
their smooth passage through furnace as the rigid limbs often used to caught in the 
bars of the trolley. Thus, the novel attempts to vocalize the concerns of animals   
taking up their cause by speaking for their rights, honour and dignity which the 
animals, being devoid of speech, cannot themselves demand. Coetzee’s works speak 
on behalf of ‘silent’ animals as they do in case of other silent, marginalized, oppressed 
powerless subjects. 
 The novel asserts the need to respect the privacy of others’ lives by taking care 
of the limits of one’s right to influence or intrude into them, and not to violate it as 
Lurie does (or tries to do) not only once but thrice – with Soraya (the brothel woman), 
with Melanie (his student), and with Lucy (his daughter) – in different ways. He was 
almost about to ruin Soraya’s private family life by trying to contact her outside 
brothel at her home, though he clearly has the idea that her brothel life is a secret as 
well as a necessity to support her family, and its disclosure might affect her honour 
and dignity in her life outside the brothel. However, his attempts are met with a cold 
and harsh response, finally leading to Soraya’s disappearance from the brothel leaving 
no traces of her whereabouts so that he has no choice but to give up his efforts to 
follow her. But with Melanie, he has had his way though not completely forcefully 
but in spite of her being “passive throughout” (19), knowing and feeling her 
unwillingness and powerlessness as he himself describes the thing as: “Not rape, not 
quite that, but undesired nevertheless, undesired to the core. As though she had 
decided to go slack, die within herself for the duration, like a rabbit when the jaws of 
the fox close on its neck. So that everything done to her might be done, as it were, far 
way.” (25). But he could not escape its repercussions as it is the thing that disgraces 
him for the rest of his life.  
 [55]
 Melanie’s silence in response to Lurie on almost all occasions when he tries to 
be frank and intimate with her, as “She does not reply” (20) him on any subject, is in 
fact a form of resistance to his unwanted advances but it could not serve its purpose as 
Lurie does not pay any heed to it and goes on exploiting her sexually. It is only after 
she raises voice against it that she gets rid of him and he is made accountable for his 
deeds before the public resulting in his termination from his post and irrecoverable 
loss of honour. It shows the vulnerability of “silence” as a ‘resistance weapon’ – it 
cannot be exercised as power if the other side is not sensible enough to respect and 
follow its meaning even after reading it accurately. Nevertheless, it can be a means to 
show one’s unwillingness in a certain matter, to make other realize the 
inappropriateness of his/her actions. 
 The silence that puts Lurie into his place teaching him to realize his limits and 
to respect others’ is that of Lucy, his daughter’s. She is a strong, independent woman, 
living alone on a farm in countryside where Lurie takes refuge to be away from the 
site of his disgrace i.e. Cape Town. A little after his taking up residence with her, 
Lucy’s farm is attacked by three strangers who besides robbing them of all their 
possessions rape Lucy as well (after shutting Lurie in bathroom and setting him on 
fire) who hitherto has been hinted as having lesbian orientation. It is after this incident 
that Lucy defines the sphere of Lurie’s authority to interfere in other’s private life by 
denying him the right to report on her behalf, to assimilate her experience with his 
own suffering, claiming it to be exclusively her ‘private matter’ as she asks him to 
keep silence regarding her matter: “David, when people ask, would you mind keeping 
to your own story, to what happened to you?” (99), because for her, “what happened 
to me is a purely private matter.” (112). However, they both are aware that it is not 
some personal crime derived by some personal suit or motif but the expression of the 
hatred accumulated over hundreds of years of subjugation, oppression and violence 
perpetrated by colonizers over the colonized as admitted by Lurie: “It was history 
speaking through them,… A history of wrong… It may have seemed personal, but it 
wasn’t. It came down from the ancestors.” (156)   
 Lucy is “forward looking” woman, ready to pay for the past crimes committed 
in her name by her white race upon the blacks of South Africa, in order to bring about 
justice and equilibrium. She represents the change, the new order against that of Lurie 
who belongs to the old order though he understands her stand that she wants “to make 
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up for the wrongs of the past but”, for him, “this is not the way to do it.” (133). But 
Lucy seems to clearly know the debt, the price that has to be paid: “what if that is the 
price one has to pay for staying on? Perhaps that is how they look at it; perhaps that is 
how I should look at it too. They see me as owing something. They see themselves as 
debt collectors, tax collectors.” (158). She completely abandons the role and identity 
of the white colonizer as she does not get outrageous like Lurie on seeing the boy (one 
of those three strangers who robbed and raped her) at the party at Petrus’s (her ex-
slave and present neighbor) home. She is patient and considerate enough to “have 
heard Petrus’s side of the story.” (133) before taking any action against him or his 
guest (the boy), unlike her ancestors (the white colonists) who never cared to listen to 
the “other side”. She does not suspect or antagonize Petrus like Lurie for being absent 
for the time when she and her property were attacked who “as yet... has offered no 
explanation for his absence.” (116) and for which Lurie could not force him realizing 
that “Petrus has the right to come and go as he wishes; he has exercised that right; he 
is entitled to his silence.” (116). 
 The novel is set in post-apartheid era manifesting changing relationships 
between white and black, or colonizer and colonized bringing about power reversal or 
equilibrium: equal rights for all. Petrus has as much the right to hold silence as Lurie, 
right to remain silent being as essential as the right to speak as Lurie explains while 
discussing his behavior (his silence, or denial to admit what the investigation 
committee wanted him to declare) during his trial regarding his affair with Melanie, 
when questioned by his ex-wife Rosalind, that what he stood for and exercised there 
was his “Freedom of speech. Freedom to remain silent.” (188). That’s what lent 
stubbornness to his behavior and attitude. The silence exercised as a ‘freedom’, as a 
right is powerful enough to render others powerless because it gives one power to 
choose what to disclose and what not against others demanding to disclose 
everything, leaving no sphere for the personal or individual choice. Silence is 
employed in this novel as an indication of suspicion, danger and threat as well such as 
the silence that falls upon Lurie’s class in the presence of a stranger (Melanie’s 
boyfriend), the silence that he faces at his approach after his scandal, the silence on 
the farm that informs Lurie that something is wrong after Lucy goes inside with the 
strangers. 
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 Thus, silence pervades the works of Coetzee: speaking through his words. 
Coetzee’s grasp on reality, his depiction of the minute details of human nature seems 
to be the outcome of his silent observation of life, he being a reserved person by 
nature. His obsession with silence also owes to his marginalized position in South 
Africa, marginalized from both sides −  the black as well as the white: disowned by 
the blacks because he is white, and distanced from the whites because he does not 
share their colonial attitude and wants to get rid of his colonial legacy owing to his 
skin colour. His ambivalent position renders him incapable to belong completely to 
any side leading to his sense of loneliness and alienation reflected in his works 
through his characters most of whom are drawn as withdrawn from the society. This 
alienation leading to his silent, reserved disposition is clearly depicted in his trio 
known as his ‘fictionalized autobiography’ consisting of three independent books, 
namely Boyhood: Scenes from Provincial Life (1997), Youth: Scenes from Provincial 
Life II (2002), and Summertime (2009), each dealing with three different phases of 
(his) life. It is actually Coetzee speaking through his characters like the Magistrate, 
Lucy Lurie, Susan Barton, Mrs. Curren, Eugene Dawn, and many more because as 
Coetzee himself says: “in a larger sense all writing is autobiography: everything that 
you write, including criticism and fiction, writes you as you write it.” (Doubling the 
Point, 17). His works and characters speak for those who are marginalized, displaced, 
oppressed − silenced above all. To Gayatri Spivak’s question “Can the Subaltern 
Speak?”, Coetzee’s answer seems to be: ‘Subaltern’ cannot speak unless others are 
‘willing to listen’ to her – not only to her words, but to her silence as well, otherwise 
even her shouts can go unheard.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 [58]
WORKS CITED 
Attwell, David. J. M. Coetzee: South Africa and the Politics of Writing. Berkley Cape 
Town: University of California Press, 1993. Print. 
Barnard, Rita. “Dream Topographies: J. M. Coetzee and the South African Pastoral.” 
South Atlantic Quaterly 93. 1 (1994): pp. 33-58. Print.  
Becket, Samuel. Waiting for Godot. Chennai: Pearson Education, 2010. Print. 
Bronte, Charlotte.  Jane Eyre. London: Harper Press, 2010. Print.  
Cavafy, C. P. Waiting for the Barbarians. Web. 
Coetzee, J.M. Doubling the Point: Essays and Interviews. Ed. David Attwell. 
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992. Print.  
_______. Boyhood: Scenes from Provincial Life. London: Vintage Books, 1998. Print. 
_______. The Lives of Animals. Ed. Amy Gutmann. Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1999. Print.  
_______. Disgrace. London: Vintage Books, 2000. Print. 
_______. Youth: Scenes from Provincial Life. London: Vintage Books, 2003. Print. 
_______. Dusklands. London: Vintage Books, 2004. Print. 
_______. In the Heart of the Country. London: Vintage Books, 2004. Print.  
_______. Life and Times of Michael K. London: Vintage Books, 2004. Print.  
_______. Waiting for the Barbarians. London: Vintage Books, 2004. Print.  
_______. Foe. London: Penguin Books, 2010. Print.  
_______. Age of Iron. London: Penguin Books, 2010. Print. 
_______. Summertime. London: Vintage Books, 2010. Print.  
Defoe, Daniel. Robinson Crusoe. London: Harper Press, 2010. Print.  
_______. Roxana. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010. Print.  
 [59]
Durrant, Sam. Postcolonial Narrative and the Work of Mourning: J.M. Coetzee, 
Wilson Harris, and Toni Morrison. Albany: State University of New York Press, 
2004. Print. 
Fanon, Frantz. Black Skin White Masks. Trans. Charles Lam Markmann. London: 
Pluto Press, 2008. Print.  
Ferguson, Kennan. “Silence: A Politics.” Contemporary Political Theory. 2003. 2. 
Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 49-65.Web. 
Glenn, Cheryl. Unspoken: A Rhetoric of Silence. Carbondale: Southern  Illinois 
University Press, 2004. Print.  
Hall, S. “The Problem of Ideology: Marxism without Guarantees.” Marx: A Hundred 
Years On. Ed. B. Matthews. London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1983. pp. 57-86. Print.  
Kadi, Joanna. “Speaking (About) Silence.” Sing, Whisper, Shout, Pray! Feminist 
Visions for a Just World. Eds. M. J. Alexander, L. Albrecht, S. Day and M. Segrest. 
Fort Bragg: Edgework Press, 2002. Print.  
Pardick, Seth B. ““Becoming One of Them”: The Magistrate and National Narrative 
in J. M. Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians.” J. M. Coetzee: Critical perspectives. 
Ed. Kailash C. Baral. New Delhi: Pencraft International, 2008. Print.  
Ratcliffe, Krista. Rhetorical Listening: Identification, Gender, Whiteness. Carbondale: 
Southern Illinois University Press, 2006. Print.  
Rakow, Lana F and Laura A. Wackwitz.“Feminist Communication Theory: An 
Introduction.” Feminist Communication Theory: Selections in Context. Ed. Lana F. 
Rakow and Laura A. Wackwitz. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 2005. Print. 
Rhys, Jean. Wide Sargasso Sea. London: Penguin Books, 2001. Print.  
Rich, Adrienne. The Dream of a Common Language: Poems, 1974-1977. New York: 
W.W. Norton, 1978. Print.  
Rowe, Aimee Carrillo and Sheena Malhotra. “Still the Silence: Feminist Reflections 
at the Edges of Sound.” Silence, Feminism, Power: Reflections at the Edges of Sound. 
 [60]
Ed. Aimee Carrillo Rowe and Sheena Malhotra. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013. 
pp. 1-22. Print.  
Spivak, Gayatri. “Can the Subaltern Speak?” Marxism and the Interpretation of 
Culture. Eds. Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg. Chicago: University of Illinois 
Press, 1988. pp. 271-315. Print.  
Trinh, Minh-Ha T.“Not You/Like You: Post-Colonial Women and the Interlocking 
Questions of Identity and Difference.” Making Face, Making Soul: Creative and 
Critical Perspectives of Women of Color. Ed. Gloria Anzaldúa. San Francisco: Aunt 
Lute, 1989. pp. 371-375. Print.  
Vallasek, Julia. “The Sounds of Cruelty, the Silence of Care: About the Novels of J. 
M. Coetzee”. Acta Universitatis Sapientiae, Philologica, 3, 1 (2011), pp. 103-115. 
Print.  
Wright, Derek. “Fiction as Foe: The Novels of J.M. Coetzee.” International Fiction 
Review Summer 1989: pp. 113-118. Print.  
Young, Robert J. C. Postcolonialism: An Historical Introduction. Cornwall: 
Blackwell Publishing, 2008. Print.  
 
 
 [61]
Chapter 3 
SHIFTING ZONES OF POWER AND POWERLESSNESS 
“The exercise of power is determined by thousands of interactions between the world 
of the powerful and that of the powerless, all the more so because these worlds are 
never divided by a sharp line: everyone has a small part of himself in both.” 
~Vaclav Havel 
According to Michel Foucault:  
Power must be understood in the first instance as the multiplicity of force 
relations immanent in the sphere in which they operate and which constitute 
their own organization: as the process which, through ceaseless struggle and 
confrontations, transforms, strengthens, or even reverses them; as the support 
which these force relations find in one another, thus forming a chain or a 
system, or on the contrary, the disjunctions and contradictions which isolate 
them from one another; and lastly, as the strategies in which they take effect, 
whose general design or institutional crystallization is embodied in the state 
apparatus, in the formulation of the law, in the various social hegemonies. 
(History of Sexuality: An Introduction  92) 
 The dynamics of power and powerlessness are not absolute in the sense that 
they are always vulnerable to change, sometimes even without any conscious efforts 
to bring about that change. Power structures never remain static as power is not 
something that can be held or possessed by someone; it comes into being only when it 
is “exercised” to achieve certain specific desirable or undesirable aims. Power never 
exists in a society in equitable proportions, but always remains in disequilibrium 
giving one set of people control who are called powerful, over the other set of people 
who are thus called powerless. However, nobody can be absolutely powerless, and 
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hence none is absolutely powerful. Even the meekest, the lowest, and the most 
outclassed in the society do have some power if they know how to exercise it. That is 
what Coetzee focuses on in his novels: the exercised as well as the unexercised power 
held by an individual or a group of individuals, or the state. Professor Robert Boyers 
has rightly called him the “anatomist of power” (mostly in the context of colonizer 
versus colonized, or oppressor versus oppressed) while awarding him an honorary 
doctorate from the Skidmore College in New York in 1996 (qtd. in Kennemeyer 487) 
because Coetzee’s narrative subject always “resides within a web of dangerously 
consequential connections defined by relations of power in a society in contradictory 
stages of casting off colonial yoke” (Attwell 25). 
 Power can be exercised visibly or invisibly. Visibly it takes the form of force, 
violence, torture, exploitation, and oppression; and invisibly that of ideology, opinion, 
hegemony, propaganda, etc. Power is closely related to privilege, that is why in order 
to empower the marginalized sections of the society, governments and states often try 
to give them certain privileges to bridge the gap between the haves and have-nots. 
The concept of power holds central position in disciplines like Sociology and Political 
Science as all the theories of power are prominently found to be propounded to serve 
the mentioned areas or fields of study by renowned philosophers and thinkers like 
Nicollo Machiavelli, Thomas Hobbes, Max Weber, Robert Dahl, Steven Lukes, etc. 
To contain all its theories in a nutshell, the gist of the concept lies in the fact that 
“From its genesis in Hobbes to its maturation in Lukes, the concept of power is 
primarily of something which denies, forestalls, represses, prevents.” (Clegg 156). 
 It was Michael Foucault who extended the concept of power to other fields of 
social sciences and humanities (Sadan 37). Moreover, the concept is popularized in 
literature with the onset and spread of postcolonial studies since the relationship 
between the colonizer and the colonized is one based solely on power and cannot be 
explained without analyzing the power relationships between the two or for that 
reason between any two groups of individuals categorized by anything − race, 
religion, region, gender, caste, class, or ethnicity. Hence every society – pre-colonial, 
colonial, or postcolonial − tends to be divided between powerful and powerless on 
multiple bases. It is only that this division becomes exceptionally sharp and visible 
when it comes to colonial era as power is the only rule observed under Colonialism 
since “colonial relationships were often relationships of power between what the 
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colonizers saw as the privileged ‘enlightened’, ‘civilized’, ‘rational’ and ‘advanced’ 
colonizer and the subaltern ‘barbaric’, ‘superstitious’, ‘backward’ colonized” (Clarke 
138). However, in any power structure, no one is absolutely free and independent, 
neither the powerful, nor the powerless as J. M. Coetzee himself says in Doubling the 
Point (1992): “In a society of masters and slaves, no one is free. The slave is not free, 
because he is not his own master; the master is not free, because he cannot do without 
the slave.” (96). 
 Coetzee, in his novels, juggles with these ever present but ever changing 
power equilibriums by using both apartheid and post-apartheid South Africa as a 
backdrop, sometimes explicitly and sometimes implicitly. He depicts social, political, 
as well as familial power structures as power is inherently exercised at all levels, in 
each and every human relationship or interaction. But it is difficult to assign him a 
particular position regarding his sympathies with either the powerless or the powerful 
as he merely depicts situations often without taking sides with any one or sometimes 
appears to be ambivalent because he listens to all the voices – powerful as well as 
powerless – as his mouthpiece Elizabeth Costello in the eponymous work says: “I am 
open to all voices, not just the voices of the murdered and violated… if it is their 
murderers and violators who choose to summon me instead, to use me and speak 
through me, I will not close my ears to them, I will not judge them.” (204). His 
ambivalent position and his ‘apolitical’ stance, this lack of judgement on his part, is 
what he is often criticized for. 
 His first novel Dusklands (1974), that consists of two separate novellas “The 
Vietnam project” and “The Narrative of Jacobus Coetzee”, clearly associates power 
with violence and oppression, exposing “the cruelty involved in various forms of 
conquest” (Summertime 58), confirming what lies at the core of Machiavelli’s 
concern with power i.e. “the hard core of power is violence and to exercise power is 
often to bring violence to bear on someone else’s person or possessions” (Wolin 220). 
Most of his works project power as such. The breach between the powerful and the 
powerless is very wide here, as in various other works too,  with no hope for 
reconciliation between the two, be it between the Americans and the Vietnamese in 
The Vietnam Project, between the Dutch colonizers and the Namaquas of South 
Africa (the Hottentots) in The Narrative of Jacobus Coetzee, between Magda and her 
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black servants in In the Heart of the Country (1977), or between the imaginary 
‘barbarians’ and the colonial settlers and agents in Waiting for the Barbarians (1980).  
 Eugene Dawn, the man commissioned to prepare the Vietnam report in The 
Vietnam Project, gives a good insight into where the roots of power lie and how 
power is created or destroyed in a society while dealing with the myths and the idea of 
“countermyth” as he evaluates:  
The myths of a tribe are the fictions it coins to maintain its powers. The 
answer to a myth of force is not necessarily counterforce, for if the myth 
predicts counterforce, counterforce reinforces the myth. The science of 
mythography teaches us that a subtler counter is to subvert and revise the 
myth. The highest propaganda is the propagation of a new mythology. (24-25) 
 Propaganda and mythologies are both the tools of hegemonic power used to 
control the masses and to mobilize the public opinion as well as to reinforce a 
particular ideology so as to deprive the masses of their free and individual will. 
According to some hegemonic approaches to power, it is “the supreme exercise of 
power to get another or others to have the desires you want them to have … to secure 
their compliance by controlling their thoughts and desires.” (Lukes 23) War is also a 
manifestation of power often raged by the powerful against the powerless to keep 
them in their place as Eugene Dawn unravels in his proposed Vietnam Report: “we 
have justified the elimination of enemy villages by calling them armed strongholds, 
when the true value of the operations lay in demonstrating to the absent VC menfolk 
just how vulnerable their homes and families were” (22). It intends to suppress not 
only the apparently present threat to the power structures that give one set of people 
privilege over the other, but any potential for resistance against such power status 
quos. Power and resistance exist side by side according to Michael Foucault (The 
History of Sexuality: An Introduction, 1984); one cannot exist without the other. 
Resistance shows the latent power of those deemed powerless against the apparently 
powerful, causing friction between the two. Power is mostly, in the first place, 
exercised invisibly through indoctrination of masses by using propaganda as a cover 
to the real motives and intentions to keep people unaware of their exploitation by 
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those who happen to hold ‘power’ as Noam Chomsky points out in his Power Systems 
(2013):  
A decent propaganda system does not announce its principles or intentions… 
If you tell people, “This is what you have to think,” then they understand: this 
is what power wants us to think. And then may find a way out of it. It’s harder 
to extricate yourself from a system of unstated presuppositions than it is from 
explicitly stated doctrine. That’s the way a good propaganda system will 
operate. (102). 
 It is only when people become conscious of their such invisible exploitation 
and start resisting it that power openly manifests itself in the form of all kinds of 
violence − arrests, torture, killings – resulting in a full-fledged war sometimes that has 
far reaching effects on the collective as well as individual psyche of the people, 
depriving them all of their essential humanness whether they are the perpetrators, the 
victims, or the spectators.  
 While The Vietnam Project projects the horrors of war indirectly through the 
images or photographs possessed by Eugene Dawn with the help of which he has to 
prepare his commissioned report, The Narrative of Jacobus Coetzee exposes those 
horrors directly through the confrontation between the ‘civilized’ white colonial 
settlers and the ‘savage’ black Hottentots and Namaquas, the latter been hunted like 
beasts by the former. Though separate and independent of each other, both the 
narratives are connected through the thread of colonialism suggesting that it is an 
unending phenomenon having been continued through the ages. They are similar in 
the sense that “Both tales deal with aggression and the ways in which a dominant 
group is prepared to impose its authority on other cultures, even though it may entail 
premeditated mass murder.” (Kennemeyer 238). Under Colonialism, power has been 
a visible presence all the time, initially robbing people of their material possessions, 
but gradually leading to deprive them of their culture and identity − their way of life − 
to smooth and strengthen the control over them by forcing them into mental slavery so 
that there remains no threat of their claiming back their losses. This process is aptly 
described by Z. Bauman: 
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Power moved from the distant horizon into the very centre of daily life. Its 
object, previously the goods possessed and produced by the subject, was now 
the subject himself, his daily rhythm, his time, his bodily actions, his mode of 
life. The power reached now towards the body and the soul of its subjects. It 
wished to regulate, to legislate, to tell the right from the wrong, the norm from 
the deviance, the ought from the is. It wanted to impose one ubiquitous pattern 
of normality and eliminate everything and everybody which the pattern could 
not fit. (Bauman 40-41) 
 People like Klawer, “master’s tame hotnot” (92), born out of such slavery for 
whom “the habit of obedience” (88) is not easy to break. They become so trained and 
accustomed to it that they cannot think about disobeying their ‘master’ even when 
they have the chance and freedom to do so. They are left with nothing of their own – 
no will to assert their will. When everyone left the master, i.e. Jacobus Coetzee, 
during his sojourn in the land of Namaquas owing to his sudden illness where he went 
in search of ivory, it is Klawer upon whose services he can still rely. While the other 
servants (or slaves) stayed back with their people as an expression of their rebellion 
against slavery and to enjoy their newly found freedom, he alone returned with the 
master to continue as a slave. 
 Jacobus Coetzee’s helplessness during his stay in the land of Namaquas and 
his humiliation at the hands of the same Hottentots whom he considered nothing but 
savages suitable only for slavery registers the reversal of power relations between the 
blacks and the whites showing that the power has nothing to do with the skin colour 
or the degree of ‘civilization’ but it is a situational phenomenon, prone to change any 
minute proving that it lies not in the individuals but in situations and it is controlling 
situations that gives one power. Foucault says in The History of Sexuality:  
Power is everywhere not because it embraces everything, but because it comes 
from everywhere.  And “Power,” insofar as it is permanent, repetitious, inert, 
and self-reproducing, is simply the over-all effect that emerges from all these 
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mobilities … power is not an institution, and not a structure; neither is it a 
certain strength we are endowed with; it is the name that one attributes to a 
complex strategical situation in a particular society. (93). 
 However, Jacobus Coetzee’s violent rebuttal to this humiliation when he 
returns to take revenge and wipes away the whole village with the help of “gun” (a 
sign of civilization!) mercilessly killing each and everyone does show that power 
indeed lies in technological advancement and that it makes one more merciless and 
hence more inhuman − worse than the so-called savages. Against such inhumanity 
and violence, the savagery of the savages can be questioned as he himself analyses:  
But were they true savages, these Namaqua Hottentots? Why had they nursed 
me? Why had they let me go? Why had they not killed me? ... Savagery was a 
way of life based on disdain for the value of human life and sensual delight in 
the pain of others. What evidence of disdain for life or delight in pain could I 
point to in their treatment of me? (97). 
 He (Jacobus Coetzee) then concludes: “The Namaqua, I decided, were not true 
savages. Even I knew more about savagery than they.” (98). The true savagery rather 
shows up itself in the cold-blooded murders of the Hottentots intended just to teach 
them a lesson for their trifling behavior with a “white man” who considered himself 
their “god”, and their disobedience to their ‘master’ against their age long slavery, 
humiliation, exploitation, and  oppression at the hands of the same colonial masters.  
 The relation between Eugene Dawn and (fictional) Coetzee (the man under 
whose supervision Dawn is to prepare his report on Vietnam), on the other hand, 
shows that power is not something that exists or fought for only in between the 
opposite sides, i.e. the blacks and the whites, or the colonizer and the colonized, but it 
creates hierarchies on the same side too, in each and every relationship. Dawn and 
Coetzee both belong to the colonizing Empire, are engaged in the same project, but 
Dawn is helpless before Coetzee who silences his voice by rejecting his nakedly 
honest report just because it tells the truth so straightforwardly whereas “he wants it 
blander” (1). His powerlessness before his superior is evident from his following 
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words: “Here I am under the thumb of a manager, a type before whom my first 
instinct is to crawl.” (1). It is perhaps this suppression by Coetzee of his instinct to tell 
the truth, his having not allowed to exercise his free will in the matter, the weight of 
obedience and subservience, the sense of helplessness and powerlessness, that play a 
major role in his dejection and mental instability and disorientation by the end of the 
narrative that finally culminates in the abominable act of his having stabbed his five 
year old son; as in the mental institution where he is eventually put afterward, he is 
still obsessed with the idea of telling the truth: “Perhaps one of these days, when I am 
feeling better, I will sit down with a block of paper and build for a second time all the 
sentences, erect with the power of their truth, that constituted my part in the New Life 
Project, the part that Coetzee dared not submit.” (46-47). 
 This retrospection on the part of characters is what adds Postcolonial 
ambiance to Coetzee’s writing that are always tinged with the sense of guilt and 
complicity on account of having belonged to the white (colonial) race. Though he 
appears ambivalent sometimes, calling ‘others’ with the names ascribed by their 
oppressors such as ‘barbarians’, ‘savages’, etc., he seems to be mocking the same 
notion the very next moment by adding irony to it or giving reasons for them being so 
as in The Narrative of Jacobus Coetzee or in Waiting for the Barbarians (1980). The 
whole narrative describes Hottentots mostly in a negative light as savage, vagrant, 
lazy, etc., but in the Afterword, Coetzee has clearly and justly pointed out as to who is 
actually responsible for making them so: “It is well known that tobacco and brandy 
were instrumental in corrupting Hottentot culture. For these luxuries the Hottentots 
traded away their wealth in cattle and sheep, reducing themselves to a race of thieves, 
vagrants, and beggars.” (114). There is no doubt about who could have introduced 
these luxuries to such nomadic tribes or intrigued them to get away with their wealth 
other than the ‘civilized’ white man. Coetzee also very candidly stripped the concept 
of “white man’s burden” of all its glory and glamour as he points out: 
While our missionaries are everywhere scattering the seeds of civilization, 
social order, and happiness, they are by the most unexceptionable means 
extending British interests, British influence, and the British Empire. … Yes: 
the savage must clothe his nakedness and till the earth because Manchester 
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exports cotton drawers and Birmingham ploughshares. We hunt in vain for a 
British exporter of the virtues of humility, respect, and diligence. (111) 
 In the Heart of the Country (1977), Coetzee’s second novel, deals specifically 
with the relationships between the colonizer and the colonized. Though all 
relationships based on any factor – caste, class, race, gender, region, religion − are in 
a way power relationships, power is most explicitly the organizing factor in the 
colonizer-colonized nexus. It tells the story of the downfall of a powerful patriarch, a 
white colonial settler, and his spinster daughter Magda’s loneliness owing to the lack 
of any equal or reciprocal company on their secluded farm that eventually leads to her 
mental breakdown. Narrative is in the form of a monologue by Magda who in order to 
add some substance to her insubstantial life imagines and re-imagines a number of 
incidents often blurring the line between real and fictional. She is trapped on the farm 
with people with whom she cannot have an equal footing: her father, the patriarch, 
being above her, and her servants being below her. Utterly neglected by her father and 
despised and mistrusted by her servants on account of being one of the whites 
responsible for their slavery, she does not have the sense of belongingness with 
anyone which she craves for all her life. 
 This novel depicts the scene of the declining colonial power allegorized in the 
character of Magda’s father who from being a powerful colonial patriarch whose 
every word used to be an order that no one dared to disobey comes down to a 
sickening old man after having wounded by the rifle shot fired by Magda as a revenge 
for ignoring her as well as a punishment for getting into illicit relationship with 
Hendrik’s young wife Klien-Anna. After living his last days on the mercy of others in 
a state of utter helplessness, being dependent on others even for his very private jobs, 
unable to move from the pool (made on his bed) of blood and puss oozing from the 
wound and his other body wastes that made him unbearably stinking, he succumbs to 
his fatal injury dying in a state of absolute powerlessness, deprived even of a proper 
burial afterward. His death finally turns the wheel of power on the farm bringing 
complete reversal of power relations with Magda being no more able to command 
respect or obedience from her servants (Hendrik and Anna). They now become 
dominating rather than being dominated by the ‘white master’ so much so that 
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Hendrik even goes to the extent of raping Magda for not being able to pay their salary 
after her father’s death.  
 It shows the extent of power reversal that even after being raped, Magda tries 
to reconcile with Hendrik and Klein-Anna rather than retaliating, more so because 
they are the only human presence left on the farm beside her and the only people on 
the earth she has known. Though not explicitly mentioned here, it echoes Coetzee’s 
most recurring theme found all through his oeuvre: paying for the crimes committed 
in the past i.e. under Colonialism, mostly by those not directly involved in the crime 
but complicit because they were committed in their name, as stated by Mrs. Curren in 
the Age of Iron (1990): “A crime was committed long ago. … So long ago that I was 
born into it. … Like every crime it had its price.… Though it was not a crime I asked 
to be committed, it was committed in my name.” (164). The same idea echoes in 
Disgrace (1999) as Lucy tries to explain things to her father after her rape by three 
unknown black men: “what if that is the price one has to pay for staying on? … they 
see me as owing something. They see themselves as debt collectors, tax collectors.” 
(158). The idea found its most  complete and clear expression in the Diary of a Bad 
Year (2007): “the generation of white South Africans to which I belong, and the next 
generation, and perhaps the generation after that too, will go bowed under the shame 
of the crimes that were committed in their name.” (44). 
 Coetzee’s conscience is strongly tinged with the sense of guilt and complicity 
and of responsibility to pay for the past atrocities committed by his white race upon 
the blacks, a thing that he is unable to escape all through his life and the same is 
reflected in his writings. He has been very conscious of the vast history of oppression 
associated with the skin colour that he is born into (that one cannot escape) though he 
has no share in the crime, his sympathies rather lying with the other side, the 
oppressed one, against his own race. But he knows well that “he must be a simpleton, 
in need of protection, if he imagines he can get by on the basis of straight looks and 
honourable dealings when the ground beneath his feet is soaked with blood and the 
vast backward depth of history rings with shouts of anger.” (Youth 17). His condition 
or position in South Africa has been exactly the same as described by Nadine 
Gordimer in The Essential Gesture (1988): “our skin-colour labeled us as oppressors 
to the blacks and our views labeled us as traitors to the whites.” (32).  
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 Hendrik’s act of dressing in the robes and shoes of his dead master clearly 
indicates the complete turning-around of the things on the farm, implying the end of 
Colonization leading to complete takeover of the power by the former powerless 
subjects. He is no more the obedient meek slave or servant that Magda has known, but 
rather the master to whom she has to submit now instead. However, she sincerely 
wants to get out of the hierarchy created by the long colonial subjugation by making 
herself available to him “randily, humiliatingly and fervently sexually” like a slave as 
commented by Andre P. Brink in his review of the novel that appeared in Rapport 
(South African Sunday paper) of 9 October 1977 (qtd. in Kennemeyer 304), but the 
emotional or mental breach extending over centuries of segregation and oppression is 
too wide to be bridged by her efforts. Her sexual relation with Hendrik fails to provide 
her any emotional support because of the lack of compassion and attachment on his 
part. She, like Coetzee, suffers their (Hendrik’s and his wife Klein-Anna’s) mistrust 
because of her white skin that renders it impossible for her to be regarded as an 
individual in isolation with the gang of oppressors to which she belongs by birth and 
which she cannot alter irrespective of all her shouting as she asserts: “I am not simply 
one of the whites, I am I! I am I, not a people.” (128). 
 Power, leading to social hierarchies, is thus shown as an alienating force in the 
novel. It can only rule people but cannot win them, and as soon as it dwindles, 
everything falls apart and turns topsy-turvy, forcing its perpetrators to pay either in 
the form of physical or mental suffering. Magda’s mental disorientation towards the 
end of the novel while left alone on the farm all by herself, deserted by her servants, 
shows the extent of harm done by Colonization to the whites themselves suggesting 
that power does not ruin only one-dimensionally, that one’s skin colour cannot save 
one from suffering and victimization, or that skin colour has actually no role to play, 
it is all about “power”. Caleb Rosado has tackled this issue in detail in his article “The 
Undergirding factor is POWER: Toward an Understanding of Prejudice and Racism” 
as he comments: “Racism (and sexism) are not about color or gender; they are about 
Power! They can thus afflict anyone of any gender, color, community, culture, or 
country, who craves power above the need to respect the Other. At the heart of 
Racism (as well as sexism) lies the concept of group competition, the quest for 
power.” (6). According to him, “the problem is not skin color, but systems that 
perpetrate evil against others and then justify that evil by blaming the victim.” (4). It 
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is all the game of stereotyping in order to prove one group of people inferior to others 
so that their exploitation can be justified by rendering them incapable of ruling 
themselves and thus fit to be ruled by others or by projecting them as a threat to the 
“civilized” society to keep them under the thumb of those who consider themselves as 
superior, more capable of benefacting the humanity though in effect they do most 
harm to it by implementing their selfish motives. This stereotyping can be done on the 
basis of anything − race, religion, caste, class, or gender − which are nothing but just 
the excuses picked up on the basis of “Otherness” only. 
 Coetzee’s third novel Waiting for the Barbarians (1980) is full of violence and 
torture employed as tools of exerting power over others, the powerless. Novel is set in 
a timeless, spaceless, and nameless zone that lends it a universal and allegorical 
character. The novel shows how lies are created in order to terrify people so as to 
ensure and strengthen their allegiances to the Empire creating a need for it to exist 
thus giving it power over people. Noam Chomsky effectively unveils these dialectics 
of power in his Understanding Power (2002):  
That’s the standard way you cloak and protect power: you make it look 
mysterious and secret, above the ordinary person – otherwise why should 
anybody accept it? Well, they are willing to accept it out of fear that some 
great enemies are about to destroy them, and because of that they’ll cede their 
authority to the Lord, or the King, or the President or something (that 
something being Empire here), just to protect themselves. That’s the way 
governments work – that’s the way any system of power works. (11). 
 It is how power creates power by manipulating things and creating fictitious 
situations in which ‘others’ are construed as powerless to defend themselves since the 
situation created is in control of its creators and, therefore, to their advantage. That the 
anticipated “barbarian uprising” that lies at the core of the novel with all other events 
branching from it is just a figment of the mind of colonials can be perceived in the 
very beginning by the fact that the news about it comes from the distant Empire: “last 
year stories began to reach us from the capital of unrest among the barbarians.” (8). If 
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it had been a real threat, the news would have reached the Empire from the settlement 
rather than vice-versa. 
 The Magistrate in Waiting for the Barbarians who narrates all the incidents 
possesses Coetzee’s own ambivalence as he is the one belonging to the Empire itself, 
appointed by it as a part of the colonial machinery, but not ready to become a part of 
the injustices, the violence, and the tortures perpetrated by the special agents of the 
Empire, the men from Third Bureau represented by Colonel Joll and his regiment, 
upon the harmless natives in the name of beating truth out of them about the expected 
barbarian unrest postulated by the colonial empire. The plot goes in a complete circle 
first witnessing his downfall from the powerful magisterial position (as the supreme 
authority in the frontier settlement) after being declared a traitor by his own people 
and then again assuming his previous role towards the end of the novel as truth (that 
there are no barbarians and therefore no barbarian threat) wins over the lies of 
anticipated threats about them when they do not materialize because “they are in truth 
an ideological convenience, like the ‘black peril’ that for years was the subject of 
dread in white South Africa.” (Kennemeyer 336). It clearly draws parallels with the 
condition of South Africa despite all the ambiguity lent to the novel because of the 
non-specificity of the time and space in which the events are shown to take place. 
Coetzee has made every effort for not to be labeled as a South African writer, as a 
writer from a colony, in hopes of acquiring a universal character and citizenship, but it 
is impossible for him to escape South African reality because as Breyten Breytenbach 
says: “To be an African is not a choice, it is a condition” (qtd. in Stranger Shores 
306), and one cannot change one’s condition as easily as one’s choices. However, 
though this ambiguous unspecific setting of the novel could not hide Coetzee’s South 
African essence, it has been successful in making the novel a universal allegory 
“through which the events assume relevance to other countries and events.” 
(Kennemeyer 336). 
 The barbarian girl left in the town from amongst the prisoners brought by 
Colonel Joll becomes the source of misery for Magistrate who takes a liking for her, 
initially having drawn to her in his curiosity to know what went on in the torture 
chamber between the prisoners and the men of Empire, the torturers, as he was not 
admitted to the privacy of the  room where Colonel Joll carried all types of torments 
upon the prisoners caught just out of his fancies under special “emergency powers” 
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under the pretext of investigating about the looming barbarian threat. He gives refuge 
to the ‘barbarian’ girl tortured and injured badly by the ‘civilized’ white men from 
Empire, seeking access to her body in return just to read the signs of tortures inscribed 
on it in order to understand both the girl as well as her tormentors. But the girl’s 
silence does not help him much and he finally decides to return her to her people in 
order to earn back the goodwill of the natives (the barbarians), to establish the order 
disturbed by Joll’s ruthless actions, to return the town to smooth functioning as it was 
before Joll’s arrival, as well as a token of love and affection towards the girl who 
remains only a mystery to her: “patching up relations between the men of the future 
and the men of the past, returning, with apologies, a body we have sucked dry – a go-
between, a jackal of Empire in sheep’s clothing!” (79). However, this move for 
reconciliation is treated as a treason on his part (he being accused of supplying 
information to the enemy under the pretext of returning the girl) by the colonial 
authorities above him and brings about his downfall as he is immediately arrested by 
Colonel Joll who came and took charge of the town in his absence. His torture and 
humiliation at the hands of his own people again proves the fact that power does not 
lie in one’s skin colour or racial identity, that it is not the skin colour that actually 
divides people but the ideologies, the way of thinking, the way of perceiving things 
that puts people against one another. 
 “Power speaks only to power” (Dusklands 3), says Coetzee. Power pays no 
attention to powerless as they are too harmless to be a threat. It takes notice only 
when it sees some counterforce (counter power) that poses threat to its existence, that 
it becomes violent when it is resisted. That is why it is only the Magistrate who has to 
suffer at the hands of the people from Third Bureau because he is the only one who 
shows compassion towards the oppressed and dares to speak against the atrocities 
committed to them whereas others witness the same things silently. These silent 
spectators are no threat to the power as they do not resist it, though they held as much 
(latent) power as the Magistrate to stand up against the suffering of others. But as W. 
B. E. DuBois, the great American writer and sociologist, says in his book The Souls of 
Black Folk that “at the back of the problem of race and color lies a greater problem 
which both obscures and implements it: and that is the fact that so many civilized 
persons are willing to live in comfort even if the price of this is poverty, ignorance 
and disease of the majority of their fellowmen.” (qtd. in Rosado 8), the problem is that 
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nobody wants to come out of the comfort zone, but rather try to secure their comfort 
at the cost of suffering, oppression, and humiliation of their fellow beings. They 
succumb to and collude with the prevalent power structures as long as it does not 
affect them, or give them certain privileges against others, turning an indifferent eye 
to what it might be doing to others − the underprivileged, the marginalized. Coetzee 
constantly questions the complicity of such (voluntarily) silent spectators in the 
ongoing oppression of the powerless, silenced subjects. Their powerlessness, in a 
way, can be attributed to the lack of support from their fellow human beings who help 
maintain the power status quos rather than disrupting them to set free those 
subjugated by them for the sake of the shared humanity. 
 This need to speak up for the colonized, the deprived, the marginalized, the 
silenced − in a word the powerless – is what constitutes the concerns of Postcolonial 
writings, all these being addressed by the postcolonial writers. Though Coetzee often 
expresses his aversion to be tagged as a postcolonial writer, some of his novels such 
as this (Waiting for the Barbarians) and Foe (1986) are explicitly postcolonial as they 
question the colonial point of view regarding the “Other”, and highlight the patterns 
of injustices and oppression speaking on behalf of the powerless and questioning the 
humanity of those in power. Coetzee, through the Magistrate here, tells us who the 
real barbarians are and how those in power shrink the choices for the powerless, 
compelling them either to submit to the fate devised for them by the powerful or to 
resist them standing up to fight for their lost power or freedom. While talking to the 
young officer arrived from the Empire about the barbarians, when Magistrate is told 
about the ‘general offensive’ to be taken against the barbarians to push them further 
into the mountains, he retorts: “The people we call barbarians are nomads, they 
migrate between the lowlands and the uplands every year, that is their way of life. 
They will never permit themselves to be bottled up in the mountains.” (54), and to this 
the young man replied: “But surely, if we are to be frank, that is what war is about: 
compelling a choice on someone who would not otherwise make it.” (54). This is how 
the powerless are forced to live according to the choices of the powerful – forced 
through violence and torture (or war) if the hegemonic control fails to do so. 
 The novel by focusing on the signs (of torture) on the body of the barbarian 
girl tries to lay bare what goes on in a torture chamber as well as to understand its 
mechanics – the mechanics of power – since the relationship in a torture room is of 
 [76]
absolute power and powerlessness, where even the right to remain silent (silence 
being the only way left to the victims to resist the powerful) is encroached upon by 
the torturers whose purpose is to make the subject speak or to “confess” in their 
terminology to the allegations (right or wrong) forced upon them. Relations in the 
torture room in fact “provide a metaphor, bare and extreme, for relations between 
authoritarianism and its victims. In the torture room unlimited force is exerted upon 
the physical being of an individual in a twilight of legal illegality, with the purpose, if 
not of destroying him, then at least of destroying the kernel of resistance within him.” 
(Doubling the Point 363). The novel is described by Coetzee himself as “a novel 
about the impact of the torture chamber on the life of a man of conscience.” 
(Doubling the Point 363), who like Coetzee does not want to be written into a history 
of violence but is unable to distance himself from it being a part of the colonial 
machinery.  
 “The function of the writer”, according to Jean Paul Sartre, “is to act in such a 
way that nobody can be ignorant of the world and that nobody may say that he is 
innocent of what it is all about.” (“What is Literature?” 24) so as to make them 
realize, in the words of Breyten Breytenbach, that “We are all guilty.” (312). That is 
what writers like Coetzee try to accomplish by peeping and probing into things, 
sights, and places that are forbidden or inaccessible to all except those involved 
therein such as the prisons, the torture rooms, or in a broader sense the invisible or 
hidden structures of power that render others as powerless. “The very fact that certain 
topics are forbidden creates an unnatural concentration upon them”, says Coetzee 
(Doubling the Point 300). This is what makes South African literature concentrated 
around the themes of violence and torture that goes on behind the walls, beyond the 
common man’s sight and hearing, against the common man’s sanction to it. This is 
what any literature aspires to do: to illuminate the dark corners of the society in which 
it generates so that nobody can plead innocence or ignorance on account of being 
unaware of the sufferings of their fellow beings, to prick the collective conscience  of 
the masses in order to awake it. 
 Coetzee’s Foe (1986), widely regarded as a postcolonial rewriting of the 
famous colonial text Robinson Crusoe (1986) by Daniel Defoe, is a digression in the 
sense that it has nothing to do directly with the South African ethos, but its master-
slave theme eventually connect it to the country that has been an epitome of such 
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distorted human relations, mutilated Friday at once being a representative figure of all 
the lost and silenced souls under colonialism as well as a symbol of resistance against 
the colonial forces manifested in his impenetrable silence that renders others’ story 
incomplete in spite of all their efforts. Coetzee strips Defoe’s Crusoe (‘Cruso’ here) of 
all colonial glorification of being an intelligent, independent, self-reliant, and self-
sufficient entity, capable of devising a life of comfort and abundance even on a 
lonely, uninhabited, abandoned island. Intrusion of a woman (Susan Barton) as 
another castaway on the island marks the end of Cruso’s unquestioned and unresisted 
power and authority. He is not the only one on the island now who ‘speaks’ or who 
‘can’ speak: “After years of unquestioned and solitary master, he sees his realm 
invaded and has tasks set upon him by a woman.” (25). She adds the most natural 
dimension to the story hitherto absent, i.e. the man-woman relationship. While 
Defoe’s novel projects Crusoe as a god – all too strong and self-sufficient to need 
anybody – giving no space to ordinary human needs as significant as sex, Coetzee’s 
revision shows him as an ordinary human being who has had some needs for 
gratification of which he has to depend on the ‘other’; who falls ill, and grows weak 
and old like any other human being needing to be taken care of by others. He neither 
has the exceptional insight like Defoe’s Crusoe to save any tools from the shipwreck 
that may be of any help to make life easy on the island, nor he is so industrious to 
have any such skills as Defoe’s ‘god of small things’ possesses who is an all-rounder 
craftsman to carve excellent instruments and objects with his own hands with the help 
of his ‘saved’ tools to enable him to live a normal, comfortable life even as a 
castaway on an extremely remote unknown island. 
 Susan, Coetzee’s revisionary insertion into Defoe’s plot (as ‘woman’ has no 
presence there) questions Cruso’s right over the island: “The island was Cruso’s (yet 
by what right?...)” (51), as well as his story about the ‘silent’ mutilated Friday whose 
tongue has been cut out. Friday’s slavery here is not shown as voluntary as in Defoe. 
He stands for all those silenced by the colonialism (specially the blacks of South 
Africa), his mutilation being symbolic of the irrevocable loss caused by colonial 
oppression and exploitation, a loss that is beyond anybody’s power to recover. Above 
all the interpretations and possibilities that Cruso tells about the loss of Friday’s 
tongue, Susan does not rule out the possibility of doubting Cruso himself for 
committing the said atrocity as she babbles before the silent Friday in order to know 
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the truth to be told in her story that she wants to get published after returning to 
England with Friday, Cruso having died on the way on the ship that rescued them: 
“how did you come to lose your tongue? Your master says the slavers cut it out; but I 
have never heard of such a practice, nor did I ever meet a slave in Brazil who was 
dumb. Is the truth that your master cut it out himself and blamed the slavers?” (84). 
But since Friday has no tongue now, nor he knows any other way to communicate, 
there is no way to know the exact truth about it, and hence to complete Susan’s 
narrative.  
 Coetzee’s novel is truly postcolonial in the sense that it is more concerned 
with the story of Friday, the slave, than of Cruso, the master. It revolves around the 
silence of Friday, his lost tongue, making endless efforts to dig out the truth behind it 
and the extent of the loss suffered by him, and, by extension, by all the powerless 
colonized subjects who have been silenced over the centuries of slavery, their 
histories been obliterated forever by those in power to write the history, since histories 
have always been written from the perspective of those powerful enough to define the 
situations and thus always consist of one-sided versions. Coetzee has taken upon 
himself the task of telling the untold version, the other side of the story as he clearly 
does in the Dusklands  that actually is a rewriting of the accounts of early travelers in 
the Cape, the early colonial expeditions involving his ancestors which Coetzee came 
across in the British Museum as J. C. Kennemeyer (Coetzee’s only biographer) 
comments in his biography:  “That dramatic tale of power hunger and violence that 
the hack writer in castle did not write down, thus becomes the actual matter of ‘The 
Narrative of Jacobus Coetzee’, which in reality is a rewriting of the original ‘Relaas’, 
with the emphasis on what really happened.” (21). 
 Cruso’s illness and his approaching old age leading to his weakness, marking 
the end of his glorious past (though not so glorious as in Defoe) is symbolic of 
dwindling colonial power and authority as he is regarded as the most representative 
ideal colonial figure in English literature. He, like Magda’s father in In the Heart of 
the Country, is now under others’ command rather than commanding others, and that 
‘other’ too being a ‘woman’ (a universally colonized subject – powerless and 
subjugated, often regarded as a lesser human being under patriarchy) provides a 
metaphor for the changing power-relations between the colonizer and the colonized, 
the master and the slave, or the powerful and the powerless. His barren terraces 
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waiting for someone to bring seeds to be planted therein also provide hint for some 
positive change to come, kindling hope for improvement in the condition, in a way 
paving and preparing way for a new productive and fruitful system to replace the old 
barren one for which the ground has been prepared by Cruso himself: “The planting is 
reserved for those who come after us and have the foresight to bring seed. I only clear 
the ground for them.” (33). It hints towards the nearing end of the colonialism and the 
emergence of a system that will be beneficial. The barrenness having associated with 
colonialism here shows the fruitlessness of the system, the harmful effects of its 
oppressive strategies that could yield nothing except destruction. An unjust system 
can bear no fruits finally leading to infertility, as slavery, by depriving people of their 
freedom both in thought and action and hampering the potential for development in 
people for coming to the forefront. Susan calling his terraces as tombs, “The farther I 
journey from his terraces, the less they seem to me like fields waiting to be planted, 
the more like tombs” (83), again conjures the image of colonialism having died, 
buried, entombed! 
 Foe showcases the questions regarding power and authority of the author to 
present facts or fiction in the story closely linking them with the freedom or choice to 
have his/her own way, and the pressures that an author has to undergo while narrating 
a story to make it interesting and desirable at the cost of the truth he/she wants to tell. 
He/she is often forced to fabricate things, to make additions or subtractions, by some 
outside authority. The novel makes a clear case against the unlimited power of 
censorship in South Africa that all writers there (cultural ones particularly) including 
Coetzee have had to face, though Coetzee never has had the honour of getting any of 
his books banned because, in his own words, his books have been “too indirect in 
their approach, too rarefied, to be considered a threat to the order.” (Doubling the 
Point 298). The problem is underlined here, in Coetzee’s famous indirect fashion, 
through Susan’s efforts to get her story published without having it altered as 
suggested by Mr. Foe (the fictional Defoe) who is intent to mould story according to 
his choice. He wants to make her story revolve around her quest for her long lost 
daughter, whereas for Susan, the story she wants to tell in her book is actually about 
the island, Cruso, and above all Friday, having no space to mention her daughter, or 
anything about her life before her having washed ashore on Cruso’s island as a 
castaway. She is “a free woman who asserts her freedom by telling her story 
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according to her own desire.” (Foe 131). And her desire is to tell only the truth – 
“what really happened” – a concern Coetzee is obsessed with all through his oeuvre.  
 The novel also deals with power associated with the inherent racial 
hierarchies, the power attributed to a particular race over the other that is rendered 
inferior for no reason other than the colour of their skin. Nothing is powerful or 
powerless in itself, we attribute certain characteristics to them to categorize them as 
such. Caleb Rosado explains this practice or tendency, devoid of any rationale or 
logical basis, with the example of a piece of cloth. According to him, the same piece 
of cloth can be made into a handkerchief, an object associated with menial tasks such 
as wiping sweat, blowing nose, etc., a thing that you can just use and throw; whereas 
the same piece of cloth if made into a flag is revered as a national symbol and identity 
for which people can even lay their lives. Of course, there are things in between such 
as a shirt or a blouse used both for protecting and celebrating our bodies (5). 
Similarly, he continues to remark: “We have relegated some people to be the 
handkerchiefs of life, and others to be the blouses and shirts, all the while securing a 
prominent place for those whom we chose to celebrate as flags.” (5). However, such a 
hierarchical categorization needs some pretext and, thus, is always done by making 
race, colour, gender, or caste as a basis to disguise the real reasons: the reasons of 
power and privilege. The meaning does not lie in cloth, colour, or gender. It is we 
who impregnate them with certain meanings in order to get some privileges while 
depriving others of the same.  
 Foe exhibits how deeply these meanings and places that we give to things in 
relation with one another are imbibed in our psyche, consciously or unconsciously, 
that we follow them even in the absence of any established social order to reinforce 
them. Though there is no social order on the island since there exists no society, 
Cruso being the only inhabitant, devoid of any human company and thus in dire need 
for it, still he does not treat Friday as an equal human being capable of providing him 
the social brotherhood only because he happens to be from an “inferior” race, and 
hence takes him as a slave for granted rather than as a friend or companion. If it is 
because Cruso arrives first on the island and thus claims it as his, taking the later 
comers as his subordinate, since it is the only possible rule that can be discerned by 
Cruso’s becoming master automatically and Friday a slave, why he does not treat 
Susan the same way who arrives even much later, and who being a woman is even 
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weaker (physically) than Friday and thus easier to be taken control of or to be 
subjugated to his will? Moreover, by what right does Susan take Friday as her servant 
too and herself as the lady as she says: “but then I reminded myself of how free the 
ladies of Bahia were before their servants.” (14). Why does she readily put herself on 
Cruso’s side than on Friday when she arrived on the island in a condition worse than 
that of Friday, devastated by the shipwreck? Could she have behaved the same if she 
had been black like Friday rather than white like Cruso? Had Friday belonged to the 
white race, or had Susan belonged to the black race, could the story been the same? 
All this makes it clear that it is not the social order that defines us or our behaviour, it 
is rather we who create and define the social order to create the zones of power and 
powerlessness. Those who create such power structures and social hierarchy are 
clever enough to generally take such things as basis for defining or justifying their 
bigotry which are beyond people’s control such as caste, race, gender, etc, so that it 
would not be easy to change these power status quos. 
 Coetzee’s most famous novel Disgrace (1999) is the one that explicitly shows 
the changing scenario of South Africa in the post-apartheid era, leading to great shift 
in power relations between the whites and the blacks, the settlers and the natives, or 
the (former) colonizer and the colonized. It shows new generation, represented 
through the character of Lucy (daughter of a white settler), to be more receptive of the 
new order than the older one, represented by her father David Lurie, the protagonist of 
the novel, a professor of English studies who suffers disgrace on account of a sexual 
scandal with one of his black students (a girl younger than even his daughter) Melanie 
Isaacs. Gerald Kaufman, one of the judges in the jury that chose Disgrace for the 
1999 Booker Prize described it as “an allegory about what is happening to the human 
race in the post-colonial era” as well as “a millennial book, because it takes us 
through the 20th century into a new century into which the source of power is shifting 
away from Western Europe.” (qtd. in Sarah Lyall). The book also, to some extent, 
sheds light on the double standards (a marked feature of the modern contemporary 
world) devised always to the advantage of powerful ones to persecute the powerless 
for the very same things that the powerful regard themselves entitled to do without 
any fear of repercussions. 
 While sexually exploiting his student Melanie, Lurie tries to justify it as his 
right by declaring it as a duty for women to share the bounty that they possess 
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because, as per his views, “Beauty does not own itself” (16). He takes advantage of 
his position of power accorded due to being a teacher and never regrets for it, not 
even after being put to trial where instead of repenting, he rather declares himself as 
“enriched by the experience” (56) when questioned by the press reporters regarding 
the whole thing. But he no more thinks the same way when his own daughter is raped, 
an act corresponding to his own act of taking advantage of Melanie. Both episodes 
occur in a white-versus-black nexus, but with a reversal of identities between the 
victims and the perpetrators implying the reversal of power relations in post-apartheid 
or post-colonial situation. The same Lurie who, in his own case, contended that “No 
animal will accept the justice of being punished for following its instincts” (90) is the 
one now who is most keen to subject the perpetrators to punishment though Lucy sees 
it as a price for being allowed to live on a land that belongs not to her as she believes 
that “the new South Africa is ruled by new ethos, and that black people expect a 
certain sacrifice from her” (518). Lurie’s changing attitude quite shows the double 
standard for judging the same crime by whites and blacks differently. The word 
“Violation” never comes to his mind while violating Melanie repeatedly (though he 
clearly knows all the time that he is forcing himself upon her taking advantage of his 
position) which he now wants Petrus to acknowledge regarding Lucy’s rape as he 
doubts him to be complicit in the whole matter because the young boy, one of the 
party of three assailants who committed the crime, happens to be a relative of Petrus.  
 Lurie lives under the colonial hangover until “the day of testing” (94) comes. 
It is after Lucy’s rape wherein he experiences an acute helplessness that he comes to 
realize that the “Things have changed” (105) and looks backward to compare the 
change: 
In the old days one could have had it out with Petrus. In the old days one could 
have had it out to the extent of losing one’s temper and sending him packing 
and hiring someone in his place. But though Petrus is paid a wage, Petrus is no 
longer, strictly speaking, hired help. It is hard to say what Petrus is, strictly 
speaking. The word that seems to serve best, however, is neighbor. … It is a 
new world they live in, he and Lucy and Petrus. Petrus knows it, and he knows 
it, and Petrus knows that he knows it. (116-17) 
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 The word “neighbor” here holds significance as it implies “equality of status” 
to some extent. It implies a notable upward vertical shift in position for Petrus who 
has been a servant earlier working on Lucy’s farm as “hired” labour. However, in the 
‘new world’ created after the end of colonialism in South Africa defined as “A land in 
the process of being repossessed, its heirs quietly announcing themselves. A land 
taken by force, used, despoiled, spoiled, abandoned in its barren late years” (Age of 
Iron 25), Lurie finds himself confused about the place of Petrus (the blacks) vis-à-vis 
himself (i.e. the whites) since the old hierarchies no more hold their sway and Petrus 
is well aware about the changed scenario. He is no more afraid of his erstwhile 
‘masters’ or humbled before them. He is now in a position rather to offer them 
protection under him and that’s too on his own terms and conditions. 
 In Disgrace, power relations are shown almost becoming topsy-turvy. The boy 
(black of course), one of the offenders in Lucy’s rape case, freely wanders without 
any fear of being subjected to any trial or punishment and Lurie cannot even “order 
him off the property” as “it’s not in (his) power” (200) anymore. Lucy’s rape itself is 
a manifestation of the reversal of power structures. Moreover, the traditional roles of 
the South Africa are reversed and Petrus becomes co-owner of the smallholding, 
whereas Lurie from time to time, in a further reversal of the earlier master-slave 
relationship, is in Petrus’s employ and helps him to the farm. Petrus is not required to 
answer for each and everything as he is “entitled to his silence” (116) now unlike 
under the colonial regime where one must speak if power commands, particularly 
under the pressure of torture that aims to break the will to resist, and silence being a 
form of resistance under such circumstances, one is not entitled even to hold the 
silence. In Coetzee, silence is, most of the times, employed more as an expression of 
power than powerlessness – power to keep from baring one’s soul before others. 
 There is decline in Lurie’s power as a man (his dwindling sexual drive leading 
him to think even about getting castrated just like Magistrate in Waiting for the 
Barbarians feels), as a patriarch (no more entitled to play the role of authoritative 
father), and most of all as a white colonial settler (no power over his black subjects 
now).  Though it takes time for Lurie to accept this new order, he finally comes to 
terms with it bringing about a complete transformation, from a man selfish enough to 
violate the dignity of another human being in the name of ‘the rights of desire’, a man 
“not prepared to be reformed” (77), to a man reformed enough to take care of the 
 [84]
honour and dignity of the corpses of dogs put to death on Bev Shaw’s clinic. It is 
Lucy (and her rape) who brings him out of his delusion to face the reality of the 
changed times, it is she who deprives him of the right to have power to interfere or 
impose his choices on others as she vehemently asserts:  “This is my life. I am the one 
who has to live here. What happened to me is my business, mine alone, not yours, 
…As for Petrus, he is not some hired labourer whom I can sack because in my 
opinion he is mixed up with the wrong people. That’s all gone, gone with the wind.” 
(133). That is how he comes to realize that “Between Lucy’s generation and mine a 
curtain seems to have fallen. I didn’t even notice when it fell” (210). 
 However, the thing stressed regarding the changed order wherever it occurs in 
Coetzee’s works is the purposive difference in the exercise of power. Whereas the 
earlier power relations were purely the relations of power – powerful taking 
advantage of powerless – just because of their privileged position, the latter (reversed) 
power relations have an added dimension to it – the tinge of revenge – the historical 
dimension. They are no more regarded simply as a manifestation of pure power, but 
as a backlash for the long history of oppression, exploitation, colonization, violence, 
and injustices perpetuated against the blacks by the whites, against the colonized by 
the colonizer, or simply against the powerless by the powerful, as Lurie himself 
comments (in the context of Lucy’s rape): “It was history speaking through them. A 
history of wrong. It may have seemed personal but it wasn’t. It came down from the 
ancestors.” (156). 
 Disgrace is the novel that brought most severe criticism against Coetzee. For 
making black assailants to rape a white woman in the emerging post-apartheid South 
African society, he has been accused of deliberately arousing old racist fears and 
racial tensions, ruling out the possibilities of ‘civilized reconciliation’ between the 
blacks and the whites. The novel is regarded by many a critics as “racist” (for its 
black characters not being as fully drawn as white ones) confirming to the fears of 
white population of a backlash from the blacks in the aftermath to the colonial 
subjugation and slavery, showcasing “the near-barbaric post-colonial demands of 
black Africans” as Jakes Gerwel (an official in Nelson Mandela’s government and a 
former professor) writes in an article in Rapport of 13 February 2000 (qtd. in 
Kennemeyer 530). ANC (the African National Congress) accused Coetzee of 
depicting ‘as brutally as he can’ the whites’ ‘perception of the post-apartheid black 
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man’ and of being “more concerned about the rights of animals than of humans” 
regarding the novel’s subplot where Lurie works in an animal shelter (Kennemeyer 
529). This allegation stands true to some extent as Coetzee seems to be ‘more direct’ 
in ridiculing the violence against animals (as in Elizabeth Costello, 2003) than the 
violence against human beings. This may be because in the case of human beings he 
might have divided feelings, divided allegiances (owing to his ambivalent position?)  
just as he has ‘divided feelings’ regarding Israel/Palestine issue as he himself says in a 
letter to Paul Auster (a writer and a friend of him) while discussing the issue. The fact 
that his sense of justice can at times be marred by his personal attachments and 
allegiances is revealed by Coetzee himself in the letter as he comments: “I have 
Jewish friends to whom the fate of the state of Israel means a great deal. If I have to 
choose between my friends and the principle of historical justice, I am afraid to say I 
choose my friends.” (Here and Now 147). 
 However, despite all his ambivalence, Coetzee is always keen to discover and 
expose the zones of power and powerlessness, and their interchangeability, their 
potential to transform from one into the other. “He had a well-developed sense of the 
ridiculous and acute insight into power dynamics between people” (Kennemeyer 103) 
that enables him to dissect the same in his works. His works lay open the ‘inner 
workings’ of people’s hearts and minds, but from an objective standpoint. He always 
maintains distance with his characters, observing them objectively in an uninvolved 
manner. He is there but at same time not there as his biographer comments:  “Coetzee 
is ever the outsider, contemplating and judging as an observer, without taking an 
active part.” (Kennemeyer 87). He prefers, like Michael K (the protagonist of his 
novel Life and times of Michael K, 1983) to be “out of the camps, out of all the camps 
at the same time”− that is “enough of an achievement” for him − to be “neither locked 
up nor standing guard at the gate.” (Michael K 182). However, his characters often 
betray their creator who is trying to hide behind them, showing the very ambivalence 
and the sense of historical guilt that he suffers because of being a “white” as well as a 
“South African” that he has always been trying to shake off. He regards South Africa 
as an “albatross” around his neck, because of the weight of consciousness that he feels 
due to his colonial legacy, that he has to carry all his life. 
 Coetzee is a very complex and unique writer owing to his equivocalness on 
account of being a white outwardly (racial basis) but a non-white inwardly 
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(ideological basis). Bernard Levin in his London Sunday Times review of Waiting for 
the Barbarians writes: “I have never known an author so willing to bare his own back 
to his own rod, to declare himself at once part of suffering humanity and of that which 
makes it suffer.” This double stance at once is the thing that accords multiple 
interpretations to his works, along with his objectivity, distant perspective, and 
indirectness lending an allegorical character to almost his every work. His characters 
can at once be taken as stereotypes as well as individuals gripped in overpowering 
situations fighting continuously to overcome them. Being part of allegories 
(intentional or unintentional), his characters have symbolic values and their fates or 
circumstances possess deep under-the-surface meanings such as  Magistrate’s and 
Lurie’s increasing inability to satiate their sexual drive signify the declining power of 
the phallus, the most powerful and archetypal symbol of power and dominance. The 
phallus can no longer exercise its power over the “others” in spite of having the desire 
to do so, symbolizing the decline of colonizer’s power over the colonized. 
 Race is the organizational basis for power relations in Coetzee’s works since 
almost all his works correspond to the South African situation caught in a racial 
conflict between white minority and the black majority with an unnatural pattern of 
power concentration. However, as David Attwell observes, “Coetzee’s emphasis on 
race and colonialism seems to have been the result of biographical accident rather 
than the product of a desire for accurate historical representation.” (25). Racial aspect 
is so strong in South Africa that it leaves no scope for themes other than violence, 
discrimination, oppression, conflict, etc., all revolving around the concept of power – 
power-obsession, power-delusion, power disequilibrium, power-deficiency – all 
responsible for creating the biggest problems in the human world. But in spite of 
being greatly concerned with the situation of South Africa and being mournful for it, 
Coetzee’s works do not offer any solution to alter it, they suggest no way to come out 
of this labyrinth of power and powerlessness owing to the Coetzee’s ‘apolitical’ 
stance under which he rejects the maneuvers of both the parties, keeping himself aloof 
from both the sides of the conflict. That’s what makes his writings a manifestation of 
“his complicated postcoloniality” (4) in the words of Attwell. However, how being 
‘apolitical’ can also be a “political” decision in itself is a different story just as 
“unbelief is a belief” (Elizabeth Costello 201). 
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Chapter 4 
COETZEE’S MEANDERINGS: HIS GENDERED 
AMBIVALENCE 
 
“Woman! when I behold thee flippant, vain, 
Inconstant, childish, proud, and full of fancies.” 
~ John Keats 
 Above mentioned quote by a well-known poet and a much beloved person in 
the literary world is just a glimpse of how negatively the character of woman has been 
portrayed all through the history of mankind. Women rarely get mentioned in the 
official histories of the world, but dominate the literary works of every period, be it 
prose or poetry, fiction or non-fiction, all their accounts documented mainly by the 
male authors and writers who have either mystified them, sometimes making them 
divine creatures as goddesses to be worshipped or as an inferior being to men in all 
aspects – intellectually, emotionally, physically, mentally – all the follies of human 
character being heaped upon them exclusively. In either case, they have been 
successfully “Othered” by men, which generally involves the process of stereotyping 
the “Other”.  This stereotyping went unchallenged till the emergence of Feminist 
movement, that started as a call for women suffrage in the later part of the nineteenth 
century, further extended to the call for equal rights for women in almost all fields of 
human activity – political, social, economic, domestic, etc.; further giving way to the 
emergence of a Feminist theory that took up the task of challenging the literary 
representations of women by men. Though the scenario has been changed with the 
time with male writers also picking up the thread of raising voice for women, but the 
age-old gendered prejudices keep re-surfacing (less often it may be) in their works, 
intentionally or unintentionally, still to suit and further the  deeply ingrained male 
philosophy about women: “And I began to wonder about other women whom we 
think of as having been given voice by male writers, in the name of their liberation, 
yet in the end only to further and to serve a male philosophy.” (Elizabeth Costello 14). 
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 The task of Feminism can now be called to be successfully taken up by the 
Postcolonial Studies which covers all the suppressed and discriminated communities 
on the basis of race, religion, caste, class, ethnicity, or “gender”. Whenever the term 
Postcolonialism is mentioned, few things instantly come to mind – the colonized, 
marginalized, oppressed, subjugated, exploited subjects; and who can be said to be 
more colonized and marginalized all through the ages than women? Though the fact 
that they have not gotten enough share in “the his-story” – history being dominated by 
the stories of men – is a different story. Women concerns and voices have never been 
given their due cognizance in a male-dominated, male-chauvinist world. Their views, 
their thoughts, their achievements, or their life, have not been given any importance or 
recognition. In fact, there was a time in European history when it was a debatable 
issue whether women have souls or not. That is why all histories are silent about them 
− all great philosophers and writers that we come to know from the history being 
males only as if women had not at all existed all through those times. That is the 
reason for the silences that are being ultimately and innately associated with women 
in all fields – social, political, intellectual, literary, etc. These silences are now being 
probed minutely by the feminist as well as the postcolonial thinkers and writers in 
order to know how they came into existence and to find the ways to break them or to 
use them constructively so as to liberate the suppressed voices. 
 Ambivalence is a marked characteristic of Coetzee’s work, and women in 
Coetzee have an important role to play both as a colonizer and a colonized. His 
female characters are mostly whites who provide him with an effective tool to 
showcase his own ambivalence as one belonging to the white race – a strong 
association with the history of oppression – but he is simultaneously not ready to 
accept the colonial legacy that comes with it. His white women characters lie 
somewhere between the white colonial patriarchs and the black colonized subjects, 
having affinities with both while not being able to identify completely with either side 
of the racial and social hierarchy. However, while on one hand, female characters give 
Coetzee an opportunity to mark his own marginalized social position “As someone 
neither English enough nor Afrikaans enough.” (Kennemeyer 59) as well as someone 
who is marginalized both by the whites because of his aversion to their ways and 
polices and by the blacks due to his skin tone; on the other hand they also present the 
evidence of his gendered ambivalence with his shifting allegiances to both the 
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genders. Though at times he appears to be advocating the feminist concerns, but there 
are times also when he cannot curb the effect of the innate ‘male grain’ that is too 
powerful to get rid of completely.  
 Contradictions in Coetzee’s attitude towards women are evident from his very 
childhood as reflected strongly in his fictional autobiography, regarding even his own 
mother. In Boyhood (1998), the first part of his fictional autobiographical trio, he as a 
child is shown taking part with his father to make his mother suffer somewhat 
humiliating circumstances in certain matters such as her cycling endeavor that was 
constantly a matter of joking and making fun of her for his father, attracting others 
also to laugh at her, along with having a strong special bond with her that he could 
never have had with his father, a ‘good to nothing’ drunkard, and a failure in life. He 
always had contradicting emotions regarding his mother, overwhelmed by her love for 
him that he often found too heavy a burden and felt suffocated by it. He went abroad 
to shake the colonial legacy off his feet, to get rid of the South Africa that he has 
always felt as “an albatross around his neck” (Youth 101), but also to be away from 
the overwhelming and suffocating love and care of his mother reserved for him 
exclusively that seems to him to be crippling by making him excessively dependent 
upon her – emotionally and otherwise.  
 He attributes all the weak and negative aspects of his nature and character – 
his extreme shyness, his reserve nature, his physical fragility, his sense of loneliness, 
his inability to be rough and tough like other children around him – to his mother’s 
excessive pampering due to him being the first child in the family: “he is angry with 
his mother for turning him into something unnatural, something that needs to be 
protected if it is to continue to live.” (Boyhood 8). However “His rages against his 
mother are one of the things he has to keep a careful secret from the world outside. 
Only the four of them know what torrents of scorn he pours upon her, how much like 
an inferior he treats her” (Boyhood 13) even though he knows, on the other hand, that 
“His mother is the only one who stands between him and an existence he could not 
endure.” (Boyhood 79). 
 His ambivalent attitude towards her mother is very much evident in the 
following extract from Boyhood:  
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He yearns to be rid of her watchful attention. There may come a time when to 
achieve this he will have to assert himself, refuse her so brutally that with a 
shock she will have to step back and release him. Yet he has only to think of 
that moment, imagine her surprised look, feel her hurt, and he is overtaken 
with a rush of guilt. Then he will do anything to soften the blow: console her, 
promise he is not going away.  
Feeling her hurt, feeling it as intimately as if he were part of her, she part of 
him, he knows he is in a trap and cannot get out. Whose fault is it? He blames 
her, he is cross with her, but he is ashamed of his ingratitude too. (122) 
Youth (2002), the second part of his fictional autobiographical trio, clearly shows his 
aversion towards his mother’s excessive love and care:  
Each week a letter arrives from his mother, a pale blue aerogramme addressed 
in neat block capitals. It is with exasperation that he receives these evidences 
of her unchanging love for him. Will his mother not understand that when he 
departed Cape Town he cut all bonds with the past? … When will she see that 
he has grown so far away from her that he might as well be a stranger? (Youth 
98). 
Moreover, her letters tend to connect him to the past – i.e. South Africa, the colonial 
legacy – which he is trying to get rid of. That is what exasperates him – her efforts to 
hold him back, to get him back:  
What does she hope to achieve by her letters, this obstinate, graceless woman? 
Can she not recognize that proofs of her fidelity, no matter how dogged, will 
never make him relent and come back? … Let his brother take on the burden 
of loving her; let his brother be told that from now on he is her firstborn, her 
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best beloved. Then he, the new-forgotten one, will be free to make his own 
life. (Youth 99). 
 He acknowledges that she loves him but it is her very love that seems to him 
like a prison that he wants to escape, more so because it entails upon him the duty to 
love her back. “Her blinding, overwhelming, self-sacrificial love, for both him and his 
brother but for him in particular, disturbs him. He wishes she did not love him so 
much. She loves him absolutely, therefore he must love her absolutely: that is the 
logic she compels upon him.” (Boyhood 47). But in spite of all this aversion, he 
cannot even think of the possible grief to her if he cut all the ties with her. That is why 
he replies to her letters though not regularly and without showing any love or 
compassion for her, just to assure her that he is alive, because “If he were to cut all 
ties, if he were not to write at all, she would draw the worst conclusion, the worst 
possible; and the very thought of the grief that would pierce her at that moment makes 
him want to block his ears and eyes. As long as she is alive, he dare not die.” (Youth 
99). 
 It is in Youth again that we witness his gendered attitude against women in 
general, where he treats them as inferior beings, devoid of the “sacred fire” that burns 
in the artists: “The fire that burns in the artist is visible to women, by means of an 
instinctive faculty. Women themselves do not have the sacred fire. It is in quest of the 
fire they lack, the fire of love, that women pursue artists and give themselves to 
them.” (Youth 66). Thus women presumably cannot be artists according to him, they 
rather pose danger to that “inner flame” burning in the artists which they themselves 
do not possess, and thus should not be trusted as he says:  
As for women who flock after artists, they cannot wholly be trusted. For just 
as the spirit of artist is both flame and fever, so the woman who yearns to be 
licked by tongues of flame will at the same time do her best to quench the 
fever and bring down the artist to common ground. Therefore women have to 
be resisted even when they are loved. They cannot be allowed close enough to 
the flame to nip it out. (Youth 31). 
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 His biased attitude and mistrust towards women is summed up by Julia in 
Summertime (2009), the third part of his fictional autobiographical trio, when she 
comments on the books written by J. M. Coetzee: “what is the one theme that keeps 
recurring from book to book? It is that the woman doesn’t fall in love with the man. 
The man may or may not love the woman; but the woman never loves the man.” (81). 
 The above excerpts quite clearly record the evidences of his male prejudice 
against women. However, it enumerates just one side of his complex, complicated, 
multifaceted personality. Coetzee’s whole oeuvre presents him as an ambivalent 
person regarding women – sometimes sympathetically commenting on the troubles 
faced by them, whereas sometimes himself objectifying them through a man’s lens. 
He appears to be a keen observer who can feel the plight of women objectively and 
accurately, highlights the need to change the way the society treats them in general. 
But being a male, he at times cannot get rid of the innate male attitude towards 
women that takes delight in treating women as less-intelligent, less-reliable, and their 
opinions less-valuable, compared to men. However, his divided self does not either 
feels happy with men as “he is wary of something that breathes from all men: a 
restlessness, a roughness barely curbed, a hint of pleasure in cruelty.” (Boyhood 131-
132) while women seem “kinder” to him. 
 His gendered attitude finds expression in his very first book Dusklands (1974) 
where Eugene Dawn, the narrator of the first part “The Vietnam Project” is obsessed 
with the photographs consisting of Vietnam war’s spectacles, that are provided to him 
by the U. S. department of public relations dealing with the propaganda as a 
psychological warfare, to commission a report on the same. Growing extremely 
disturbed by the horrors of the war witnessed in those photographs, so much so that he 
finally kidnaps his five year old son Martin and then stabs him in his fits when found 
out, he finds fault with his wife Marilyn rather than introspecting himself as he 
comments: “I saved the child from a woman of unstable, hysterical character who was 
bringing him up as a ninny” (38), though it is he himself who has grown mentally 
unstable and hysterical. He resents Marilyn’s motherly love and care towards the 
child as Coetzee did in his childhood about his mother’s excessive love and care. Like 
Coetzee who felt as spoilt by his mother, Eugene blames Marilyn for spoiling the 
child: “Usually he complains and wants to be carried; but that is the effect of his 
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mother. Children will not grow up if they are treated like children. With me Martin is 
quite the little man.” (35). 
 Eugene Dawn echoes Coetzee also when he considers Marilyn unfit to 
understand his intellectual endeavors regarding the Vietnam Project, confirming to 
Coetzee’s opinion that women do not possess the inner flame that burns in an artist 
and rather try to put it off: “she is in my estimation not equipped to understand 
correctly the insights into man’s soul that I have evolved since I began to think about 
Vietnam.” (9). Coetzee here reiterates the age old idea that renders women incapable 
to think like men, or as lesser beings in the matter of intellect and intelligence. Eugene 
clearly states having “no sympathy” for women, yet claims to have an intuitive 
understanding of them. However, the one who has true understanding of women 
cannot be unsympathetic to them for their painstaking responsibilities and their 
oppressed, subjugated, colonized, as well as silenced histories that have made them 
what they are today. Eugene’s words possess (post)colonial undertones highlighting 
the nature of colonization in general when he says: “She feels herself empty and 
wishes to be filled, yet her emptiness is such that every entry into her she feels as 
invasion and possession.” (8). While Marilyn cares for his disturbed mental state 
owing to the Vietnam Project wishing him to give up on it in order to restore his 
peace, he is rather apprehensive about her motives thinking that Marilyn does not 
want him to be involved in such project because it interests him more than her, as 
according to him “She wishes dull jobs on me in order that I should find relief in her.” 
(8). 
 In the second part of the book entitled “The Narrative of Jacobus Coetzee” 
that enumerates the violent adventures of Jacobus Coetzee (a white colonizer and an 
elephant hunter) in the land of black Namaquas or Hottentots, Coetzee is somewhat 
sympathetic to the plight of the colonized Bushman women captured and exploited 
(sexually and otherwise) by the colonizers, giving evidence for the ambivalence of his 
character that keeps intriguing his readers. He shows how these black/Bushman 
women are more vulnerable to the colonizers than men of the same tribe or than other 
women in general. While it is difficult to retain Bushman (name of a tribe) men, it is 
easier to keep their women as slaves: “The women are different. If you take a woman 
with a small child she will stay with you, she knows she has no chance alone in the 
veld.” (60). It also  throws light on the fact how sacrificing a mother can be, as it is 
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because of the small child that the mother stays for it is difficult to escape with a child 
and she cannot abandon it. The vulnerability and helplessness of a Bushman girl is 
further expressed in detail in the following excerpt that compares the merits and 
demerits of possessing a Bushman girl and a Dutch girl:  
Dutch girls carry an aura of property with them. They are first of all property 
themselves: they bring not only so many pounds of  white flesh but also so 
many morgen of land and so many head of cattle and so many servants, and 
then an army of fathers and mothers and brothers and sisters. You lose your 
freedom. By connecting yourself to the girl you connect yourself into a system 
of property relationships. Whereas a wild Bushman girl is tied into nothing, 
literally nothing. She may be alive but she is as good as dead. She has seen 
you kill the men who represented power to her, she has seen them shot down 
like dogs. You have become Power itself now and she nothing, a rag you wipe 
yourself on and throw away. She is completely disposable. She is something 
for nothing, free. She can kick and scream but she knows she is lost. That is 
the freedom she offers, the freedom of the abandoned. She has no attachments, 
not even the well known attachment to life. She has given up the ghost, she is 
flooded in its stead with your will. Her response to you is absolutely congruent 
to your will. She is the ultimate love you have borne your own desires 
alienated in a foreign body and pegged out waiting for your pleasure. (61) 
 The above excerpt gives an insight into men’s psychology regarding women. 
It showcases how men want to possess women only as objects, as a property – usable, 
disposable, “as good as dead” – without committing to any liabilities or 
responsibilities towards them. “Freedom” is what they like – the freedom to use a 
woman as they please – the less attachments she has with the world, the more freedom 
they enjoy to treat her as their sole possession, to seek pleasure from her as they like 
without caring about her sufferings or emotions. Lack of attachments means there is 
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no one to question her exploitation, thus giving freedom to men to have their own 
way, even against her will. She may protest but powerlessly for having nowhere or 
nobody to go to. Her exclusion from the society marks her powerlessness as power 
exists not at its own but is a derivative force, emanating from  “the multiplicity of 
force relations immanent in the sphere in which they operate and which constitute 
their own organization” (Foucault, History of Sexuality 92), thus giving man the 
absolute power over her. 
 Coetzee’s second novel In the Heart of the Country (1977) exposes the harm 
done by colonialism to white women (among colonial settlers particularly) who have 
had no active share in the oppression of the colonized (black) people but who have to 
bear the grunt of the oppressed because they belong to the race with a long association 
to colonial oppression and exploitation of the “other”, the membership of which they 
cannot give up. Magda, the spinster daughter of a white colonial settler, is a prisoner 
to her loneliness owing to the seclusion drawn by the colonial hierarchy or we can say 
the racial hierarchy perpetrated and perpetuated under colonialism and the mistrust 
generated by it in the hearts of the colonized subjects, rendering them forever 
incapable to have equal or reciprocal relationships with those characterized with the 
white skin irrespective of their role in the white colonial pursuits. 
 The novel shows how the sinister role played by the men operating colonial 
regimes cast a shadow over the lives of their women, leaving them to lurk only in the 
background as unsubstantial beings, living all their life as an absence like Magda – 
“To my father I have been an absence all my life” (2) – along with their social and 
cultural marginalization. They in fact have to face “double marginalization”, i.e. 
marginalization from both sides, from the patriarchal colonists as well as the 
oppressed colonized. Magda stands for all such marginalized white females “lost to 
history” (3) hers not being an exclusive or rare case, as she herself declares that “the 
colonies are full of girls like that” (1), trying to give voice and substance to their story 
that is never been included in “his-story” i.e. history. This approach is what 
conveniently provides Coetzee’s novels the allegorical undertones. He himself says in 
Elizabeth Costello (1999): “All is allegory … Each creature is key to all other 
creatures.” (229), thus allowing his characters to stand for the whole community, race, 
gender, or species, to which they belong, unlocking the new vistas for developing new 
insights and understanding into their darker, deeper souls. 
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 The absence of the mother figure in the novel sharpens the effects of the 
patriarchal burden on Magda’s psyche. The absence registers a forceful presence of 
itself, its feeling heightened by the towering presence of father just as in Age of Iron 
(1990), the presence of some people in the picture emphasizes the absence of some 
others from it: “No longer does the picture show who were in the garden from that 
day, but who were not there.” (111). For Magda too “My father is the absence of my 
mother, her negative, her death.” (41). Her death is also hinted to be the result of the 
patriarchal pressure to give birth to a male child as well as the pressure to succumb to 
her husband’s desires as she was “afraid to deny the man his detested relentless 
pleasure in her” (41). Magda is alone in a highly patriarchal colonial set up where she 
has to make efforts even to get obeyed by her black servants who are meek before her 
father, obeying him in every respect, but pay no heed to her words.  
 She has to force her words upon them asking them to listen to her, “Listen to 
me when I speak to you” (72), which her father has never had to do. It clearly asserts 
that power and authority lies not in one’s skin tone, but the social or gender 
hierarchies (racial as well) that give one group of people power over the other, or that 
renders a group (racial, ethnic, caste, religious or gender) as powerless. It also shows 
how gender hierarchy is even stronger than the racial hierarchy as former makes the 
latter ineffective. Magda’s words − “Men’s talk is so unruffled, so serene, so full of 
common purpose.” (22) – affirm Coetzee’s gendered attitude that finds women as 
somehow inferior in the matter of intellect and intelligence. It clearly implies that 
women’s talk or words lack all these characteristics or possess the opposite ones and 
thus not worth to be listened carefully or to be obeyed. 
 Coetzee’s belief that women lack sensibility and creativity, are deprived of the 
sacred creative fire, is reaffirmed in this novel also when Magda declares that “I am 
not a philosopher. Women are not philosophers, and I am a woman” (130), and that 
“Perhaps as a woman, as a maiden lady weak in the head, I was told nothing” (133). 
Magda’s words echo the age-old belief that renders women as weak in mind, 
generally considered as only physical beings, mind being represented by men only. 
That is why we find no woman in the list of world’s great thinkers or philosophers, 
not because they are incapable to be one, but because their words are “negligible” and 
therefore not considered seriously. In most cultures around the world, women had 
been discouraged or rather not allowed to speak out their mind for they were required 
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to be absolutely obedient and subservient to their men-folk and, therefore, had not 
given the opportunity to think and speak for themselves lest they start questioning the 
established gender roles or the patriarchal norms and beliefs as Kennan Ferguson 
comments: “That some people (women) are encouraged or forced to remain silent can 
be traced to cultural norms which use silence to deny them agency.” (52). Irony lies in 
the fact that in this world replete with all sorts of double standards and hypocrisies, 
whereas a man with mind is considered positively intelligent having creative and 
constructive capabilities, a woman with mind is often considered a dangerous 
creature, because she poses a threat to the patriarchal power systems and status quos.  
Moreover, women’s thinking has been restricted deliberately to only certain 
issues by allowing them only a limited sphere in the realm of thinking, by objecting to 
her thinking whenever she has tried to cross the mental boundaries permitted by the 
patriarchy as Virginia Woolf comments: “As long as she thinks of a man, nobody 
objects to a woman thinking.”(268). This is well expressed in the following words by 
Carmen Boullosa: “Women are allowed to enter the spaces of the senses, the space of 
the body, the spaces opened by sensations, all kinds of feelings, but women are not 
allowed to enter the spaces of reason to the same extent, that is to say the space of 
ideas, political ideas.” (145). A woman’s words, thoughts, and even her work are 
always underrated, even brushed aside as ‘irrelevant’, not on the basis of their real 
merit, but just because they belong to a “woman”.  
 Coetzee, in dealing with his female characters, often invokes Sigmund Freud’s 
(1856-1939) psychoanalytical theory that positions women as “other” in relation to 
men, owing to their lack of phallus or penis leading to “penis envy” (Three Essays on 
the Theory of Sexuality,1905) among them, thus rendering them as incomplete beings 
dependent on men in order to be complete. Magda is one such character modeled on 
this theory, portrayed almost all through the novel as “a hole crying to be whole.” (44) 
who describes her father’s penis as “cause of all my woe” (12). Magda’s proclamation 
that “man was not made to live alone” is a subtle comment and comparison to her 
own lonely life devoid of any sort of company. She longs to have someone in her life 
to give substance to her insubstantial existence: “She needs to be needed. With no one 
to need her she is baffled and bewildered.” (5). Her words imply that in a patriarchal 
society or culture, only men’s needs matter and taken care of whereas women can be 
left alone to fight with their feelings, and emotions. Freud also echoes in Dusklands 
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when Eugene Dawn describes Marilyn’s sexual insatiability regarding their marital 
life: “She feels herself empty and wishes to be filled, yet her emptiness is such that 
every entry into her she feels as invasion and possession.” (8). It also contains 
colonial/postcolonial connotations as entry into a foreign space implies “invasion”.  
 Magda’s violent and diverse imaginations throughout the novel are a way to 
fight with the hollowness and meaninglessness of her lonely life, all being the result 
of patriarchal as well as colonial impositions, both represented by her father. 
“Magda’s only way of making a show of resistance to this despotic patriarch is to 
write her story as she deems proper and make her voice heard” (Adiouani 50). 
However, her final descent into madness extinguishes any hopes of a future for this 
oppressed sex under patriarchy or colonialism. Colonialism in its prime as well as in 
its wake has only added to the sufferings of women – both the blacks and the whites. 
While the black women had been the target of the atrocities and outrageousness of the 
male colonials (sexually and otherwise), the white women have had to pay for the 
male crimes committed under colonial regimes once the power relationships got 
reversed, just as Magda suffers at the hands of Hendrik, her black servant, who 
eventually rapes her after her despotic father’s death, but who previously had suffered 
the humiliation of having his wife Klein Anna being provoked (sexually) by her 
father. Elizabeth Lowry has rightly commented in the context of Coetzee’s Disgrace 
(1999) a novel that also registers the reversal of power relations and roles in post-
colonial era that what the novel shows is “the promised victory of one expansionist 
force over another, with women as pawns, the objects of punitive violence.” 
 Coetzee’s third novel Waiting for the Barbarians (1980) focuses on the body 
of a woman (the blind barbarian girl left behind in the frontier settler town) in the 
possession of a man (the Magistrate) who uses her body as a sight readable for the 
signs of violence and torture that it undergoes at the hands of the agents of Empire 
(Colonel Joll and his company from the Third Bureau) who arrive in the town to 
probe into an expected barbarian uprising, arrest some innocent natives of the land, 
and torture them extremely to get “truth” out of them in their words. Magistrate 
exhibits no interest in knowing what the girl feels or wants, or what mental or 
emotional sufferings she has gone through. His interest in her is motivated only by the 
fact that he has been away from the torture chamber and thus wants to know what 
actually went on there. Her body means no more to him than the wooden slips that he 
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discovered and excavated from the ruins of some old fort in the desert painted with 
words in some script he does not know about and that he tries hard to decipher the 
message contained on them. Similarly, he wants to decipher the poor girl’s body in 
order to satisfy his curiosity about the ways of torture chamber as he is deprived of 
direct access to it. She is only a means to satisfy his curiosity about the “prohibited 
sights”. 
 Magistrate (and readers also) may regard himself as messiah for the lonely 
helpless girl, but he in a way resembles or invokes the very torturers he is trying to 
distance himself away with. Whereas Colonel Joll tortured her physically, Magistrate 
subjects her to sexual or emotional torture by invoking sexual or erotic desire in her 
through all his caresses while rubbing and oiling her body, but never pacifying it 
afterwards. He does so under the pretext of treating her tortured suffering body in 
order to relax her, however, it is more a source of pleasure for him, a pervert pleasure 
though we may call it:  
His ritual of washing is a celebration of the massacred body, the body in pain. 
But in his actions and intentions there is insincerity he does not want to admit 
even to himself, namely, that he is driven by egoistic motifs and by his pervert 
curiosity about the Other – a woman, a barbarian, a victim. … He aestheticizes 
and fetishizes her disfigured body to elevate his sense of guilt and shame and 
to get absolution. (Cichon 58). 
He cares only for his pleasure, without thinking for a moment the suffering 
that it might cause to the girl being tempted but not having the desire fulfilled as he 
“prowl about her, touching her face, caressing her body, without entering her or 
finding the urge to do so” (46), thus rendering her helpless, ignoring or rejecting her 
wish to consummate the aroused feelings, her suffering being exhibited by her 
obvious efforts to go more intimate with him but not granted her will.  It makes the 
fact evident how women have been subjected to the men’s will even to fulfill their 
most personal needs and how selfish men can be to arouse or generate those needs 
themselves but to deny the women their satisfaction, while they draw their own 
pleasure and satisfaction from them, sometimes even against their will.  
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 Though Coetzee’s mouthpiece here, the Magistrate, stands for justice against 
all odds to support the powerless, the weak and the oppressed (the colonized), but he 
cannot do away with the gendered attitude ingrained in male psyche as he proclaims 
that “it brings shame on everyone when a girl is permitted to flog a man” (118). It 
could have been said in general on purely humanitarian grounds without dragging the 
sex factor therein (a girl versus a man), but labeling things as shameful particularly on 
the basis of gender of the respective participants implies that it would not have been 
shameful if the case had been vice-versa. This implication further raises the question: 
why? Why it is shameful only because the person on the receiving end of an 
outrageous act is a man, the woman being the perpetrator. Why it cannot be termed as 
shameful irrespective of the genders on both sides? The context of the scene referred 
to in the above quote is colonizer-versus-colonized directly, and to make it man-
versus-woman only arrests the gravity and scope of the crimes committed against the 
whole humanity in general. 
 Moreover, despite all his sympathies towards the homeless and helpless 
“barbarian girl” for all the tortures that she went through at the hands of Colonel Joll 
and for all her resulting losses, the Magistrate cannot get away with the idea of her 
being a “barbarian”. It is not to be noted because he calls her “barbarian girl” all 
through the novel as that is only to highlight the difference between those alleged as 
“barbarians” by those who take pride in calling themselves “civilized” to point out the 
misplaced characteristics as the novel successfully unfolds the fact about who is really 
barbaric or “barbarian” towards whom, but because of him clearly equating her with a 
“wild” animal though in a zestful manner: “People will say I keep two wild animals in 
my rooms, a fox and a girl.” (37). The word “wild” here clearly hints to her racial 
identity that is obviously been labeled as ‘savage’, and even if we take it as a general 
comment about “girl” taking away the context of her being a “barbarian”, it is 
offensive enough as a gendered and sexist remark degrading the women in general. 
 In Foe (1986), tables are turned as Susan Barton arrives as a castaway on the 
island occupied previously by Cruso only, breaking the monopoly enjoyed by men as 
she tries to make it the story of a ‘female castaway’ (casting Cruso’s story aside) as 
there existed no such stories, the theme of ‘castaway’ been monopolized by males. 
Moreover, her efforts to give voice to the silent Friday and to tell her story in its 
original form rejecting the changes proposed by Mr. Foe (the fictional character 
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drawn on the writer Daniel Defoe) to make it more interesting, acceptable and 
marketable above all, brings in the postcolonial urgency to the eighteenth century 
acclaimed colonial text of Robinson Crusoe (1719) by Daniel Defoe. The Cruso here 
is not the mighty colonizer as depicted in Defoe – the most wise, independent, and 
resourceful – but a normal human being with all human weaknesses, Coetzee having 
deprived him of all his powers, wisdom, and insight. His story is no longer an 
unchallenged colonial tale as Susan casts doubts on his version of the things. Friday 
being absolutely speechless, Cruso has the freedom to tell only what he wants to tell 
and can hide what he does not want. It clearly undermines the authenticity of all 
colonial descriptions of the colonized worlds, the voice of the “other” being absent all 
through them.  
 Susan Barton serves a multiplicity of roles in the novel. First of all, she adds 
the hitherto lacking dimension in the Defoe’s text, i.e. the female. Her presence on the 
island challenges the male domination in the old text and brings to the surface Cruso’s 
dependence on others to fulfill his needs as he can no longer bear his sexual 
deprivation on sighting a woman after a long time. She intrudes into Cruso’s 
unchallenged authority and mastership also on the island by setting tasks upon him 
and by questioning his narrative about Friday and the island. However, “As Susan 
Barton’s refusal to see Cruso and Friday in their own terms is mirrored by Foe’s 
refusal to write her story according to pattern devised by her, the novel largely 
becomes the account of tension between her wish to author her story and the 
(im)possibility of doing so.” (Silva 99-100). Susan’s insistence to author her own 
story “rather than have lies told about (her)” (40) is a subtle comment upon the 
colonial practice of writing stories about the “other” often distorting the reality to suit 
and serve the colonial goals, as well as the patriarchal practice of defining women’s 
lives – their desires and needs – by men incorporating all male bias and prejudice 
against the “other” sex, their accounts often not representing the reality. The novel 
allegorically focuses on the issues of authoring as to who holds the right to tell the 
story of the marginalized, the subjugated ones.  
 In this novel, Coetzee seems to have provided the reason for the lack of 
creative or artistic zeal and capability in women that he has stressed a lot in his works 
particularly in his fictional autobiographical trio. All art and creativity in literature or 
elsewhere is often attributed to the Muse that inspires the artists and help them 
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accomplish their tasks. But since, a muse is always a goddess, a female figure that 
visits the male artists, women are deprived of such an inspiration as there exists no 
male muse, and thus cannot accomplish such great works of art as men do. That is 
what Susan realizes and wishes for while making efforts to write the story of her 
being a castaway on the island of Cruso: “The Muse is a woman, a goddess, who 
visits poets in the night and begets stories upon them. … I wished that there were such 
a being as a man-Muse, a youthful god who visited authoresses in the night and made 
their pens flow.” (126). She then tries to play the role of the muse to get her story 
written by Foe. Pointing the difference between the acts of ‘begetting’ and 
‘mothering’, she attempts a gender reversion by assigning the task of ‘mothering’ her 
story to Foe while herself being the ‘begetter’ of it as she tells him: “The Muse is both 
goddess and begetter. I was intended not to be the mother of my story, but to beget it. 
It is not I who am the intended, but you.” (126).  
 Her next comment reveals the difference between how men and women need 
to assert themselves differently as she continues:  “But why need I argue my case? 
When is it ever asked of a man who comes courting that he pleads in syllogisms? 
Why should it be demanded of me?” (126). This questioning explains how men can 
assert their wish or intention without having to explain their reasons or motives, while 
women are required to give all the details and arguments in order to stress their point 
and get it supported and accepted or entertained by others, particularly the males. This 
is what adds complexity and ambivalence to Coetzee’s writings as he at times 
questions the assumptions on both sides, causing the reader to doubt or to confuse his 
real motives.  
 Disgrace (1999), Coetzee’s most controversial work, has a lot to tell about the 
psychology of men regarding women. David Lurie’s (the protagonist of the novel) 
stalking of Soraya (the sex worker) to whom he goes once in a week, his efforts to 
know about her private life with the help of a detective agency shows, in the very 
beginning of the novel, his disregard of women’s right to have their own way and 
privacy, and his indifference towards their problems and sufferings as his attempts to 
contact her at her home could be a devastation of her personal, social and domestic 
life. His true self however is exposed and emerges in the case of Melanie Issac, his  
(black) student whom he sexually exploited, after getting bewitched by her beauty and 
innocence and having lost Soraya who had been the only means of pacifying his 
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physical needs. Melanie is too young and innocent to understand his sexual overtures, 
to protest against them or to resist them that she submits to his advances though 
involuntarily. In order to justify his illicit advances on a girl much younger than him, 
almost of the age of his daughter, he declares it to be a woman’s “duty” to share her 
beauty with the world: “Because a woman’s beauty does not belong to her alone. It is 
part of the bounty she brings into the world. She has a duty to share it.” (16). 
 Professor David Lurie is cunning enough to take advantage of the poor girl’s 
innocence, but feels irritated when she tries to take advantage of him in return for 
making up her short attendance in the class and her deteriorating grades, without 
realizing that it all happens as a result of the mental disturbance caused by his preying 
upon her, her trauma built out of her inability to save herself from him: “He is vexed, 
irritated. She is behaving badly, getting away with too much; she is learning to exploit 
him and will probably exploit him further.” (28). However, his succeeding remarks on 
the situation put the things in place, displaying Coetzee’s efforts of balancing his 
ambivalent attitude as he concludes: “But if she has got away with much, he has got 
away with more; if she is behaving badly, he has behaved worse. To the extent that 
they are together, if they are together, he is the one who leads, she the one who 
follows.” (28). But this justness and sincerity is not a permanent feature of his 
character as he is the one who disregards women’s right to even own their own bodies 
by claiming that “Beauty does not own itself” (16), thus objectifying women’s bodies 
as public property upon which everyone else has a right to use and enjoy, and which 
they should not deny to anyone.  
 His insensitivity in this matter is evident in the manner he defends himself 
before his daughter Lucy after being disgraced for his scandal with Melanie as he 
says: “My case rests on the rights of desire” (89), furthering his case by narrating the 
story of a male dog in their neighborhood who used to get excited on seeing a bitch 
and was punished for the same by its owners every time he got ‘unmanageable’ until, 
in Lurie’s words, “the poor dog didn’t know what to do. At the smell of a bitch it 
would chase around the garden with its ears flat and its tail between its legs, whining, 
trying to hide.” (90). The point that he wants to stress or derive by telling this story is 
that “No animal will accept the justice of being punished for following its instincts.” 
(90), that following one’s instincts is not a crime, that “desire is another story” (90). 
Lurie’s way of justifying the sexual exploitation of Melanie by him brings to surface 
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the universal trend of perceiving “man’s needs” that have always and everywhere 
been given importance and have been often quoted to justify the man’s immorality as 
witnessed in The God of Small Things (1997) by Arundhati Roy. In our patriarchal 
society, even as grave a crime as rape is often explained in terms of man’s inability to 
keep his animal instincts under control or his right to satisfy them as and when he gets 
tempted by the sight of a woman, the blame and guilt being heaped upon the victim 
itself for inciting him to commit crime. Lucy’s reply to this contention: “So males be 
allowed to follow their instincts unchecked? Is that the moral?” (90) is indeed the 
question that needs to be addressed universally to shift the moral responsibility of 
keeping man’s instincts in check from women to men themselves.      
 Lurie is consistent in treating women as objects as he says after the rape of 
Lucy (his daughter) by three unknown black men:  “too many people, too few things. 
What there is must go into circulation. … Cars, shoes; women too. There must be 
some niche in the system for women and what happens to them.” (98). It is his 
daughter Lucy who shows him his right place by asserting her own will against his 
dictates and wishes, who deprives him of the power to define and direct women and 
their lives, marking the downfall of the colonial as well as the patriarchal power and 
the reversal of power relations under both the systems of oppression. However, the 
decline and reversion of power starts much earlier with Lurie losing his sex power and 
appeal for women, a big blow for a womanizer like him. Earlier “if he looked at a 
woman in a certain way, with a certain intent, she would return his look, he could rely 
on that.” (7). But it all changed one day as: “Without warning his powers fled. 
Glances that would once have responded to his slid over, past, through him. Overnight 
he became a ghost. If he wanted a woman he had to learn to pursue her” (7). 
 Lucy’s rape is however a starting point for Lurie’s disillusionment process 
after which he comes to learn things from others’ perspectives as well. Lucy’s very 
first decision afterwards not to report her rape goes against his will to get them 
booked for the same. He no longer mentions the “rights of desire” but sees it as a 
hateful revenge by the blacks for the long history of colonization while Lucy sees it as 
the price for occupying a land that belongs not to her. She embraces the same silence 
that has been imposed on the colonized subjects as a way to undo the past wrongs, a 
silence that Lurie wanted to be maintained by Melanie, but not by his daughter as he 
now sees it from a different perspective: “It will dawn on them that over the body of 
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the woman silence is being drawn like a blanket. Too ashamed, they will say to each 
other, too ashamed to tell” (110). It again highlights how ‘shame’ is being associated 
with women only, how they need to be ‘ashamed’ for the crimes of others also, and 
nobody questions why? Why they should be ashamed for the crimes against 
themselves? Does a murdered person need to be ashamed of being murdered? Is a 
person robbed needed to be ashamed of the same? Does anyone who has been 
wronged in any way need to be ashamed of the wrongs done to him? Then why a 
woman (instead of rapists) needs to be ashamed of her rape? This is how the victims 
of rape and molestation, or sexual harassment are further persecuted by the society 
and thus are encouraged to remain silent. All this can be precisely explained with only 
one word i.e. Power. Power, according to Caleb Rosado, is the undergirding factor of 
all prejudice, be it racial , or gendered, and it comes from the ability to control the 
‘definition of situations’, a concept propounded in 1928 by William I Thomas and 
Dorothy Swaine Thomas in their famous ‘Thomas Theorem’. 
 Disgrace is clearly located in a post-colonial or post-apartheid South Africa 
characterized with the changing power relations between the whites and the blacks or 
the colonizer and the colonized, objects being transformed into subjects and vice 
versa, marking the shift of power creating new zones of power and powerlessness. It 
is the reversion of power relations under postcolonial scenario that enables Soraya to 
put Lurie in his place when he tries to call her at her home as the Negro prostitute 
shrills to the white man: “You are harassing me in my own house. I demand you will 
never phone me here again, never” (10). It is a Negro again later i.e. Melanie who 
completely ruins his reputation, destroys his career as a professor and dislocates him 
by filing complaint against him of his sexual exploitation, and, in the words of 
Thomas Bonninci “Even though the displacement of a white man is a very distant 
echo of the displacement of thousands of Negroes in colonial times, it is a reversed 
metonym of one of the most important features in post-colonial literatures.” (90).  
 However, Coetzee’s ambivalence surfaces in the fact that while enumerating 
the violence and oppression of blacks by whites, he has kept the settings of his novels 
unknown and ambiguous, thus being evasive of a direct attack on the colonial 
exploitation and displacement, unlike the directness found in the works of Nadine 
Gordimer (a contemporary white South African writer with whom he is often 
compared) a thing that he has been generally criticized for by the critics: his indirect 
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and apolitical instance. Whereas, while documenting the shift of power in post-
colonial, post-apartheid era, Coetzee has done away with that evasive attitude as he no 
more uses unidentified fictional settings, but the real South Africa under the reversed 
power relations (such as in the Disgrace and the Age of Iron) with the suppressed 
anger and anguish of the blacks being unleashed in the form of counter violence 
initially to get themselves free and gradually to avenge the wrongs done to them over 
the centuries of slavery and exploitation under colonial rule. This is another aspect of 
Coetzee’s ambivalence and what makes his ‘postcolonialism’ a “complex” 
phenomenon, a different one. 
 Coetzee’s ambivalence also lies in the fact that he can precisely understand 
and depict the female sensitivity and feelings towards a number of things under a 
number of situations while simultaneously holding the inherent male prejudices 
towards them as in Disgrace he tells: “Women are sensitive to it, to the weight of the 
desiring gaze.” (12), but does not elaborate on the mental trauma that Melanie suffers 
all through the student-teacher sex scandal. Lurie when asked by a media woman 
whether he feels sorry for his conduct with Melanie says “No” and comments that he 
was rather “enriched by the experience.” (56). But there is no mention of the other 
side as to how the girl felt about the incident. Melanie being silenced by Coetzee for 
the rest of the novel after the scandal broke out is like blacking out the female 
experience, be it good or bad. Coetzee’s character Elizabeth Costello in the 
eponymous work is very right in her approach when she asks: “if you can say what it 
was like to him, why not tell us how it was for her?” (184). Her question there is in 
the context of mythological stories of gods having intercourse with earthly women 
that also depict only one side of the experience but applies to all such situations like 
the one in Disgrace.  
 The difference between male and female approach regarding a matter, 
particularly pertaining to women, is well depicted while Lurie’s case for the charges 
of sexual exploitation is heard before the university’s disciplinary committee. The 
males, having a majority in the committee, are all sympathetic towards him, trying to 
help him out of the matter acting as his well-wishers, showing no sympathy with the 
victim. For them he is not a wrong doer, but a colleague whom they ought to help, 
Professor David Lurie is rather the victim in their view, the victim of ‘a weak 
moment’ as Desmond Swarts (one among those around the table where hearing went 
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on) says: “We have our weak moments, all of us, we are only human. Your case is not 
unique.” (52) and Aram Hakim who can understand that “These things can be hell.” 
(44), for a man, i.e. Lurie but does not reflect on how hell the same things can be for 
the girl concerned. But, as Lurie observes: “In this chorus of goodwill, I hear no 
female voice” (52), the female members of the committee are shown rather furious 
about his misconduct, in favour of severest penalty for him for his remorselessness 
and insensitivity and insincerity in the matter as he only pleads guilty to all charges 
blaming the ‘Eros’ for all that went on between him and Melanie, but does not repent 
for his wrong doings or not even admit to have abused the girl or to have been wrong 
to do so since he rests his case on ‘impulse’ calling himself “a servant of Eros” (52).  
However, both the attitudes are rejected by Professor Lurie, one may be as feminist 
outrage or female sensibility and other clearly as “male chumminess” (42), another 
instance of Coetzee’s confusing ambivalent treatment of genders.  
 Coetzee, however, does not turn a blind eye to women’s suppression and 
silence since ages. He rather highlights this fact but along with carrying a male 
chauvinistic attitude at times. Mrs. Elizabeth Curren’s comment in Age of Iron when 
she says “I have no voice; I lost it long ago; perhaps I have never had one.” (164), is 
quite a feministic observation on the part of Coetzee witnessing the lot of women of 
all ages at all times, the long history of suppressing their voices to the extent that they 
have become non-existent altogether. Again in Elizabeth Costello’s sub-section “At 
the Gate” depicting the scene when the eponymous character Costello is produced 
before a bench of judges (with undertones of the Judgment Day), the first thing 
observed by her is that the judges over there are all males: “Male, all of them; male 
and elderly.” (198), hinting upon the fact how women are always subjected to male 
judgment according to the standards and rules set by men for them, how their lives 
and bodies have always been a subject of male jurisdiction – an effective strategy of 
colonizing the “Other”.  
 A notable characteristic of Coetzee’s works is his exposure of how women are 
made to pay for the crimes of men along with showing that women are more sensitive 
to the losses  borne by those who are marginalized, suppressed and oppressed under 
colonialism, and are more ready to make up for the same. This may be attributed to 
their shared sense of marginality and oppression under age old patriarchy. However, it 
is questionable as to why women are made to suffer for the crimes committed by men 
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such as Magda in In the Heart of the Country and Lucy in Disgrace. It is also 
questionable why it is only women (such as Mrs. Curren in Age of Iron and Susan 
Barton in Foe) in Coetzee who have to feel guilty for the past crimes committed 
solely by men under colonialism. Why it is the responsibility of women rather than 
men to pay for and undo the men’s crimes? The responsibility to reconstruct the social 
harmony destroyed by colonialism seems to fall on women’s shoulders as Anna Izabel 
Cichon observes: “both women (Mrs Curren and Lucy) admit their share in the 
historical and ethnic guilt and look for ways they could turn their sense of complicity 
to some good.” (65). Lucy’s sacrifice in her words again is “the sacrifice of a woman 
paying for the male colonial guilt” (65-66). Susan, on the other hand, pay tribute to 
the lost histories of oppression by rendering her story incomplete in the face of 
Friday’s eternal silence: “by positioning Fridays’ story as a hole in her own narrative, 
Susan allows the emptiness of her own narrative to bear witness to Friday’s loss of 
history – and to the wider history of loss to which the “fact” of his mut(e)ilation itself 
bears witness.” (Durrant 34). 
 Coetzee mostly uses female characters symbolically to dramatize power 
relations in a society where women happen to be at a disadvantage. He is such a 
complex and complicated writer that sometimes it becomes difficult to understand on 
whose side he stands owing to his evasive mode of writing. He looks for characters 
placed in positions of marginality and who can serve this purpose better than women, 
the sufferers of unending marginalization. However, to conclude with the words of 
David Attwell: “in his unusual sensitivity to the problem of marginality, Coetzee in 
fact represents no one but himself” (26). 
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Chapter 5 
CONCLUSION 
 
“Our craft lies all in reading the other: gaps, inverses, undersides; the veiled, the 
dark, the buried, the feminine; alterities.” 
~J. M. Coetzee 
 Above mentioned quote by Coetzee himself precisely sums up the objectives 
of any critical foray into the works of art and literature which is to read the gaps, 
inverses, undersides; the veiled, the dark, the buried; or we can say the silences. 
Silence is created not only when the voices are suppressed, but when oppression and 
injustice becomes the norm, when force and violence leashed upon a section of 
population is accepted and justified instead of being resisted, when acute power 
hierarchies begin to appear normal, when human compassion becomes extinct. 
Silence can be the outcome of fear or hopelessness on the part of the suffering 
subjects and of indifference on the part of the spectators who stand as silent witnesses 
to that suffering. This phenomenon of silence has received the most extensive 
treatment in the works of Coetzee, but not in a conventional way. The conventional 
mode treats the silences of the oppressed subjects as powerlessness, as a loss of 
agency, as absence; but for Coetzee, it is more an expression of defiance on their part 
to engage with their oppressors at any level so as not to give them access to their inner 
self. Their bodies may be under the control of others, under strict scrutiny, but they do 
not allow any glimpses into their minds thus rendering the ‘other’ as powerless to 
know what goes on there.  
 In Coetzee, the white ‘masters’ do not hold sway on the minds of their 
subjects the way Fanon describes in his Black Skin White Masks, i.e. they do not wear 
white masks or are not willing to mimic their masters in order to become acceptable 
to them. They rather keep as much distance with them as possible, even refusing to 
communicate with them at times, thus using silence as a tool to exert their will, except 
in the case of Friday who has lost his tongue and for whom silence is not a choice. 
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 But he too refuses to engage in any way with his possessors. However, his 
silence holds a different connotation. It symbolizes the irreparable losses suffered 
under colonialism: the lost histories, the lost language, the lost cultures, the lost 
perspectives, which cannot be retrieved no matter how much efforts are put to restore 
the lost aura of these wretcheds of the earth. Silence in Coetzee is treated as heroic as 
this quote from Elizabeth Costello suggests: “Generation after generation, heroically, 
our captives refuse to speak to us.” (70). 
 Coetzee’s works stand apart from the conventional postcolonial writings since 
he does not offer any solution to rectify the harms already done, nor do his writings 
offer any specific stand to wholly support or condemn any of the two sides involved 
in the racial/colonial or power conflict. He is more interested in probing the inner 
workings of his character’s minds, both of oppressors and of oppressed, of colonizers 
and of colonized. He responds and pays attention to all voices, not just the oppressed 
ones as he says in Elizabeth Costello: “I am open to all voices, not just the voices of 
the murdered and violated… if it is their murderers and violators who choose to 
summon me instead, to use me and speak through me, I will not close my ears to 
them, I will not judge them.” (204). Lack of ‘judgement’ on his part is what makes his 
postcolonial stance suspicious owing as well as contributing to his ambivalent 
position, both as a writer as well as a white male in South Africa trying to shake the 
colonial legacy off himself. All Coetzee’s major protagonists are colonizers who, like 
him, wish to elude at almost any cost their historical role as colonizers. 
 In conflicting situations between powerful and powerless, it becomes 
necessary to take a position and stand by it, and this responsibility lies more with the 
intellectual strata that is regarded as the conscience keeper of a society and that 
possesses the power to mould the opinion for or against a situation. Being neutral in 
times of crises when injustice and oppression against certain sections of people 
becomes rampant is like evading this responsibility to keep society in check. That is 
why Coetzee’s ‘apolitical’ stance has been highly criticized for being apolitical can be 
a highly political decision at times. It helps one to veil where one’s allegiances lie. 
Coetzee is quoted to have said clearly that his “allegiances lie with the discourse of 
the novels and not with the discourse of politics” (in an interview with Alan Thorold 
and Richard Wicksteed quoted in Dovey 55, 1988). However he himself in his 
Jerusalem Prize Acceptance Speech said: “Each act of writing is such an extremely 
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politicized situation as South Africa has become a politicized act. The writer who 
consciously turns his or her back on politics, has taken a political decision. One 
cannot escape that.” (qtd by Margreet de Lange in “The Muzzled Muse: Literature 
and censorship in South Africa”, 103).  
 Coetzee can more comfortably be said anti-colonial writer rather than 
postcolonial one, because his postcolonialism often appears marred with the fact of 
his being a white. His reservation to hold a judgemental position helps him to evade 
the responsibility of taking sides, either with powerful or powerless. Though he may 
appear to be keen on probing the silences of the oppressed ones, he does not seem 
making sufficient efforts to unveil the reasons for holding those silences. He is more 
interested to know the inner workings of his characters’ minds than focusing on the 
political or social circumstances in which they live which will demand a direct 
critique of them. Stephen Watson rightly remarks regarding his postcolonial stance in 
his article “Colonialism and the Novels of J M Coetzee”: He obviously wishes to 
register the impact of colonialism not, as is customary in the realist novel, through a 
series of incidents or events but at the more basic level of language itself.” (373). 
 However, Coetzee’s uniqueness lies in his not articulating or contemplating 
the thoughts of those silenced and oppressed but in showcasing the inability to do so. 
Gayatri Chakravarti Spivak in her article “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (1988) talks 
about the intricacies of speaking on behalf of the subaltern which according to her 
again means constructing her will. She argues therein that postcolonial studies 
paradoxically risks perpetuating a neocolonial exploitation of the economically and 
politically dispossessed in the very gesture of speaking for these groups. According to 
her it results in further muting the subaltern, thus holding intellectual elite also 
complicit in such muting. At another place, Spivak writes, “I think it is important to 
acknowledge our complicity in the muting, in order precisely to be more effective in 
the long run.” (A Critique of Postcolonial Reason 208). Coetzee clears himself of this 
complicity by not speaking on their behalf but trying to read their silences rather, 
though in vain. Hence he deals with silences such as that of the barbarian girl in 
Waiting for the Barbarians, of Friday in Foe, of Michael K in Life and Times of 
Michael K, etc. in an objective way, not imposing his own understanding of their 
silence but showing helplessness to know their actual thoughts concealed behind their 
 [116]
silence. Silence in Coetzee is actually, in the words of Bill Ashcroft, “a heterotopia 
that disrupts the very idea of the possibility of representation.” (145). 
 According to Spivak, “When we come to the concomitant question of the 
consciousness of the subaltern, the notion of what the work cannot say becomes 
important.” (“Can the Subaltern Speak?” 28). That is what matters in Coetzee, the 
inability of the work to say, or what the work cannot say, thus comprising gaps or 
silences in a work which has been the subject of scrutiny for this thesis. However, it is 
difficult to grasp the lost dissents behind those silences as Coetzee never attempts to 
explain them since it requires one to clearly take this side or that, whereas Coetzee 
likes to remain outside of all the camps as he puts it in Life and Times of Michael K: 
“Perhaps the truth is that it is enough to be out of the camps, out of all the camps at 
the same time. Perhaps that is enough of an achievement, for the time being. How 
many people are there left who are neither locked up nor standing guard at the gate?” 
(182). 
 But despite all his efforts to remain an outsider, Coetzee still retains some bias 
as an inevitable part of belonging to the white race. It is all about his indirectness and 
aversion. That his sense of justice is marred by his personal attachments and 
allegiances is clearly explained by himself in a letter to his literary friend Paul Auster 
wherein he comments: “I have Jewish friends to whom the fate of the state of Israel 
means a great deal. If I have to choose between my friends and the principle of 
historical justice, I am afraid to say I choose my friends.” (Here and Now 147). While 
commenting upon the Israel-Palestine conflict, he tries to advise the oppressed 
Palestinians to lay down the arms against their oppressors instead of asking 
oppressors to let them free. “We have lost, they have won, let us lay down our arms 
and negotiate the best terms of surrender we can” (Here and Now 145), he says. Such 
an advice can be expected only from someone who has never been a part of such a 
struggle for one’s very existence, from someone with divided sympathies. It is this 
fact of his “divided” sympathies or allegiances that overshadows his postcolonialism 
making it a complicated one. 
 Coetzee tries to keep the settings and characters in his novels as far as possible 
from the reality of South Africa in order to avoid being branded as a writer of a 
specific region and time aiming to become a universal writer as well as to avoid the 
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responsibility that comes with it: the responsibility to reform, to provide solutions. His 
allegorical mode of narration such as in Waiting for the Barbarians, his postmodern 
consciousness along with his existential outlook towards life owing to his major 
influences like Becket and Kafka such as in In the Heart of the Country, the 
unspecific and unknown settings of his novels such as the frontier town in Waiting for 
the Barbarians and the farm wherein Magda lives in In the Heart of the Country, his 
choice of themes irrelevant to the south African reality such as his reworking of 
Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe in Foe, or the distant sites of colonial aggression and 
oppression depicted by him such as in two novellas in Dusklands: one (The Vietnam 
Project) far removed from South African apartheid in place and other (The 
Adventures of Jacobus Coetzee) in time, are some of the non-realistic devices 
employed by Coetzee to achieve his intended objective and apolitical approach in 
highly political times.  
 What needs to be noticed is the difference in his approach while documenting 
the changed scenarios and the resulting turmoil in post-apartheid South Africa where 
no ambiguity is found regarding the settings or places depicted in his novels such as 
in Disgrace, Age of Iron, Life and Times of Michael K, where specific places and 
settings are used unlike his previous works that attempt to document the colonial 
violence and oppression in an allegorical way, without direct references to South 
Africa. He is indirect in commenting upon the atrocities committed by whites upon 
the blacks but very direct to point out anything wrong done by blacks as a backlash 
such as the rape of Lucy in Disgrace or the black revolt in the Age of Iron. He is more 
direct in ridiculing the violence against animals (in Elizabeth Costello) than the 
violence against human beings. He depicts the scenes of violence and torture against 
human beings (colonized) in an objective way, speaking from a distance without 
getting himself involved in it, and without offering any solutions, again owing to his 
attempt to keep himself aloof or apolitical.  
 His choice of allegorical narratives is an expression of this very desire of him 
to keep himself clear of all responsibilities as Nadine Gordimer comments: “It seemed 
he (chose allegory) out of a kind of opposing desire to hold himself clear of events 
and their daily, grubby, tragic consequences in which, like everyone else in South 
Africa, he is up to his neck and about which he had an inner compulsion to write. So 
here was allegory as stately fastidiousness; or a state of shock. (qtd. in Sam Durrant 
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25). It is through this medium of allegory that he makes political choices under cover 
of being apolitical, so not to make them clear enough, along with use of linguistic, 
postmodern and other formal devices in line with his masters like Becket and Kafka 
as Derek Attridgein “Literary Forms and the Demands of Politics: Otherness in J. M. 
Coetzee’s Age of Iron,” explains: 
 He has used a variety of formal devices that disrupt the realistic surface of the 
writing, reminding the reader forcibly of the conventionality of the fictional 
text and inhibiting any straightforward drawing of moral or political 
conclusions. As a result, readers with strong convictions have sometimes 
found his novels insufficiently engaged with the contingencies of the South 
African situation, while Coetzee’s own comments on his fiction and on the 
responsibility of the novelist have, if anything, added fuel to the fire. (198-9) 
 Writing, according to Coetzee, is a ‘dialogic’ exercise – “a matter of 
awakening the counter voices in oneself and embarking upon speech with them.” 
(Doubling the Point 65). This is what Coetzee has attempted to do all over his oeuvre 
– awaking counter-voices – thus adding ambiguity to his perspectives. Paradox of his 
postcolonialism lies in the fact that the voices we hear in him are never the suppressed 
ones: of oppressed, colonized, marginalized people, but of those who are complicit in 
their oppression and subjugation in one way or the other. Almost all his protagonists 
are the victims of their guilty conscience as observed by Anna Izabela: “A 
recognizable feature of his fiction is Coetzee’s permanent theme of complicity of 
those who are not directly involved in the actual crimes but who, on various levels, 
have their share in oppression and who must cope with their sense of guilt and 
shame.” (47).  
 He, instead of trying to give voice to the silenced, the oppressed, tries to read 
the minds of the oppressors and of those who witness their oppression and silencing 
as silent spectators, looking for any sense of guilt due to their being complicit in that 
as a part of the very system that oppresses them. His narrator “wants to find the 
answer to the question whether the one who commits cruelty is still a human being 
and to what extent can those be blamed who do not take part in cruelty but do not 
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prevent it either. Is the one who remains silent among criminals just as bad as they 
are.” (Vallasek 108). That is why his protagonists are mostly whites, particularly 
white females who are not active agents of colonialism but nevertheless belong to 
them. These white women protagonists help him to showcase his own ambivalence 
effectively as someone who belongs to the oppressors’ creed though without having 
any direct role in oppression, and as one averting the responsibility for the crimes 
perpetrated in his name under colonialism. Moreover, Coetzee’s tactic is to place his 
protagonists in positions of marginality like him such as the Magistrate in Waiting for 
the Barbarians, Magda in In the Heart of the Country, Mrs. Curren in Age of Iron, 
Michael K in Life and Times of Michael K, Susan Barton in Foe, etc.  
 We hear no ‘black voices’ in Coetzee. We are given insight into the thoughts 
of only white characters. In Disgrace, we come to know the mind of David Lurie, his 
daughter Lucy, even of his ex-wife Rosalind, but no glimpse into the mind of Melanie 
Isaac, the victim of sexual exploitation by Lurie. Similarly, we get to know nothing 
about what goes on in the mind of the barbarian girl in Waiting for the Barbarians, 
neither we have any access to the thoughts of Friday in Foe who stands as a symbol 
for all the oppressed, mutilated, silenced subjects, particularly belonging to the black 
South African race which has been the victim of white colonialism for centuries. In 
Life and Times of Michael K, the medical Officer tries a lot to know about the view-
point of Michael K as to what he thinks in certain situations, what thought or ideals he 
follow, but in vain. In In the Heart of the Country too, no efforts are made to study the 
mind of Hendrik or his wife. Silence stands as a barrier against reading the minds of 
these characters. Coetzee, in fact, seems to hold the view that the subaltern ‘cannot’ 
speak, simultaneously emphasizing that it can be ‘heard’ though, making up quite an 
intriguing paradox.  
 Coetzee prefers to follow the traditions of writing which confront history 
obliquely through aesthetic innovation. Keeping his writings away from the 
contemporary South African society, he displaces its contradictions by mapping them 
onto an historical or allegorical landscape, and by making them the occasion for 
stylistic and formal distinctiveness. This may be attributed to the major influences on 
him i.e. Beckett, Kafka, Faulkner, and Nabokov. Being a linguist, he has complete 
control over ‘language’ – his most powerful tool or device to achieve his intended 
effects. Coetzee’s approach to the problems of South Africa contains nothing of the 
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political commitment that characterizes other white South African writers like Nadine 
Gordimer, Andre Brink, Breyten Breytenbach or even Dorris Lessing and the works 
of other black African writers. He does not seem to be interested in the rapid healing 
of century-old injustices, but focuses on the work of the powers hiding behind the 
process and wants to unveil them.  
 His works while unveiling the power systems try to show what Sartre has said 
in his Colonialism and Neo-colonialism (originally published in French in 1964, first 
English translation published by Routledge in 2001) that “Depending on the 
circumstances, anyone, at any time will become a victim or a perpetrator” (31), thus 
lending objectivity to his approach. However, while Sartre makes a distinction 
between the ‘gratuitous violence’ of the colonizer and the violence perpetrated by the 
colonized which ‘is not an absurd storm, nor the resurrection of savage instincts, nor 
even an effect of resentment’ (147-8) according to him, Coetzee treats both with the 
same disgust. In Sartre’s view the violence of the colonized ‘is no less than man 
reconstructing himself’ as he writes: “we were human being at their expense, they are 
making themselves human beings at ours. Different human beings, of better quality. 
(83). But in Coetzee, both are portrayed in equally negative light. Even when he tries 
to justify their violence, he portrays it as a ‘revenge’, a “price” for the past crimes and 
for ‘staying on’ on their land. 
 It may be more apt to call Coetzee a postmodernist writer than a postcolonial 
one since postmodernism is what characterizes his works most distinctively. 
However, his works use postmodern devices to highlight the themes that come more 
under the purview of postcolonial studies such as silence and voice, power and 
powerlessness, marginalization, colonial guilt and complicity, etc., making his works 
to appear as postcolonial since “The postmodern enterprise – exploring the absences, 
the silences in art – becomes the postcolonial enterprise of exposing political acts of 
silencing, the imposition of an alien regime on a recalcitrant people.” (Cantor 99). But 
their postcoloniality is marred by the fact that they tend more to be presenting a post-
modern, existential world – without providing any hope for reconciliation between the 
powerful and the powerless, the colonizer and the colonized, unlike the postcolonial 
works that try to bring about a reconciliation between these binaries, projecting a 
future where harmonious coexistence, free from the oppressive hierarchies, is 
possible. Coetzee’s works rather show the reversal of power roles, emphasizing the 
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fact that ‘power’ is just a matter of situation or circumstances and that the potential 
for violence and oppression is inherent in human nature owing to its selfishness, and 
that anyone can be a victim or perpetrator depending upon the circumstances 
irrespective of one’s skin colour or race, that the categories of Subject and Object are 
not stable or fixed. 
 As Stephen Watson observes, there is found an element of ‘cunning’ in the 
construction of his works employed as a form of self-protection. According to him, 
“There are times when one cannot escape the impression that Coetzee is struggling, 
albeit behind an extraordinary control and stylistic elegance, to combine his Western, 
modernist literary culture with an African historical reality which is hardly welcoming 
to it.” (388). His western, modernistic leanings overshadow the South African reality 
that seems to have found a better expression in the works of other contemporary 
South African writers. However, despite his efforts to get out of the South African 
labyrinth, his works could not escape the pressure of being a South African – an 
inevitable reality that lies in the backdrop of his every single work. He cannot get rid 
of the forces of South African society and culture in which he was born and brought 
up. It is because of this accident of being a South African that his works, consciously 
or unconsciously, are “occupied with power and the torsions of power”, reflecting the 
feeling of “entrapment in the infinitudes”, the very features of South African literature 
Coetzee himself describes in his Jerusalem Prize Acceptance Speech. (Doubling the 
Point 98). 
 This is why behind the narrative subject of each of his novels, behind Eugene 
Dawn, Jacobus Coetzee, Magda, the Magistrate, the medical Officer, Susan Barton, 
and Elizabeth Curren, lies an implied narrator who “shirts instance with and against 
the play of forces in South African culture.” (Attwell 3). Coetzee’s preoccupation 
with the problems of race and colonialism is, however, in the words of Attwell, a 
result of “biographical accident rather than the product of a desire for accurate 
historical representation.” (25). It is a ‘biographical accident’ to be a South African 
which he cannot undo, and hence cannot get away from entailing psycho-social 
pressures that confront a South-African writer, particularly a white one i.e. the sense 
of guilt and complicity, of injustice, of marginalization, of being appalled at the 
violence and oppression under the racist and apartheid regime that South Africa had 
been for a long time. He cannot beat the forcing reality of being a South African and 
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witnessing all the horrors that she had been characterized with for centuries under the 
starkly oppressive colonial and apartheid regime.  
 Coetzee’s unwillingness to accept this ‘accident’ of being a South African 
may explain why his writings lack the political urgency because that will mean to be 
willingly interested in the conditions therein, which will, in turn, entail the 
responsibility to come up with some solutions to the problem. He prefers to observe 
his subjects as an outsider, evading any political or emotional responsibility towards 
them. That is why his novels “bear witness to the tyranny of apartheid while 
remaining powerless to effect reconciliation.” (Durrant 24). His novels even try to 
rule out the possibility of any such reconciliation by focusing on the workings of 
power that show that an equitable power distribution is too much a utopian dream to 
be realized. It will always exist in disequilibrium giving one set of people advantage 
over the other, reversing the cycle of violence and oppression rather than bringing in 
reconciliation such as Coetzee shows in Disgrace, In the Heart of the Country, Age of 
Iron, wherein the victims turn out to be the perpetrators of the very violence and 
oppression which they had been resisting, hence emphasizing that tensions between 
the binaries such as colonizer and colonized will go on in one way or other. He tries to 
show that “Perhaps power itself, like silence, is radically indeterminate, open to 
processes of domination, emancipation, and resistance which can never be fully 
contained, represented, or comprehended.” (Ferguson 63). 
 Coetzee’s works, rather than focusing on the strategies of inclusion, attempt to 
bear witness to the histories of exclusion. They attempt not to recover the voice of the 
colonized or the silenced ‘Other’, but to remember and witness the ‘silencing’ of this 
other. In fact, as Thomas Bonnici comments, “the politics of silence and voice 
coupled to the complexities in twists and self-reflexivity are paradoxically what 
makes Coetzee’s writing characteristically different from the usual realism in 
mainstream South African literature.” (88). In fact the Other’s (colonized, silenced, 
marginalized, oppressed) inability to speak is a recurrent theme in Coetzee’s novels, 
dealt not in a traditional postcolonial way by giving voice to him/her, but by 
mourning this irretrievable loss of voice, of language, of culture, of history. His works 
try neither to reconstruct their lost history like postcolonial writers, nor to disqualify 
them to have one like colonial writers, but to acknowledge that they have had one 
which has been destroyed under the centuries long colonial occupation. He “provides 
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the image of a wary, increasingly marginal narrative subject who deftly negotiates the 
interstices of power” (Attwell 25-26). 
 Coetzee’s being a linguist and a theorist in addition to being a novelist makes 
his works more complicated and intriguing. He is aware of the theoretical 
developments on the postcolonial front and thus tries to be in accordance with them, 
avoiding to give voice to the silenced ones – to speak for them on their behalf – as this 
would again amount to lay down their choices for them, a thing that the traditional or 
conventional postcolonial studies are now increasingly being criticized for. There is 
no denying the fact that having voice does not mean only the ability to speak, but the 
respect to be heard also. And it is this respect to be heard even when one is silent that 
receives attention in Coetzee. His novels deal with the conditions of the South Africa 
of what Nadine Gordimer has called “the interregnum”.  “The interregnum, she says, 
quoting Antonio Gramsci, is a time when “the old is dying and the new cannot be 
born;… The interregnum is “not only between two social orders but between two 
identities, one known and discarded, the other unknown and undetermined…”(qtd. in 
Doubling the Point 384). Thus, his novels capture his characters in a situation wherein 
they are powerless to speak but powerful enough to assert their will through silent 
defiance on their part. He does not make them speak up but treats their silence in such 
a way that it attracts more attention than words could have.  
 Coetzee can be studied as a postcolonial writer because his works happen to 
depict, as a matter of subject, the apartheid and post-apartheid scenarios pertaining to 
the South African crisis implicitly or explicitly, although otherwise they belong more 
to the postmodern tradition of writing owing to his linguistic qualities as well as his 
style of writing and devices used by him. However, it is hard to brand Coetzee as a 
postcolonial writer in the strict sense of the term owing to his ambivalent attitude and 
stance as well as his racial identity. “The suspicion is that while the novels themselves 
might be taken as an attack on colonialism, they are the product of someone who has 
a colonial mentality himself.” (Watson 380). In one or other respect, his novels self-
consciously and ironically call attention to themselves as the work of a certain type of 
intellectual and a certain type of colonizer. That is why the field of postcolonial 
writings need to accommodate the intermediary position that Coetzee’s work inhabits. 
He occupies a transition site between Europe and Africa. His strength lies in 
transplanting the postmodern concepts to address the South African realities. Coetzee 
 [124]
describes the writer’s task as that of “adapting whatever models and theories lie to 
hand to make writing possible” (Dovey, The Novels of J. M. Coetzee: Lacanian 
Allegories 19). Coetzee’s novels do not have a neat closure, they are inter textual and 
self-reflexive, and deconstruct the binary oppositions thereby bringing peripheries to 
the centre. Dominic Head believes that Coetzee “represents in himself a new kind of 
author, in whom academic critic and writer, formerly regarded as distinct, are melded 
as never before.” (25). 
 Postcolonialism is a broad term. This thesis attempts to focus on some specific 
areas only, namely the silence and power/powerlessness. Any work of art can be 
accessed from innumerable points and can be assessed and studied from a number of 
perspectives that are impossible to be grasped under the limited scope of the present 
thesis. This thesis has tried to shed light upon and capture those nooks in his (select) 
works where silence rules, not as absence but as a strong presence, as a form of 
dissent, as a tool to exert one’s will, as an expression of power and resistance; and 
also captures the instances where the power relations are in a state of transition – the 
powerless and powerful interchanging their places, still enforcing the power 
hierarchies rather than coming to terms with each other, as his works envisage a 
future not hopeful enough to suggest any reconciliation between the binaries that exist 
in perpetual contradiction to each other. This analysis can be concluded with the 
words following of Stephen Watson that  
… so much of Coetzee’s work can be viewed as a failed dialectic, a world in 
which there is no synthesis, in which the very possibility of a synthesis would 
seem to have been permanently excluded. Of course, this failure may be taken 
as a metaphor for the human failure of colonialism itself, but in Coetzee’s case 
it is obviously blooded by his own contradictory position as a “colonizer who 
refuses” and an intellectual with an essentially romantic and modernist 
inheritance. (382-3) 
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